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[I'm considering a pure romance-centered foundation.]
There was a prophecy about the end of the world. And there was also a prophecy about the birth of one who would prevent it.

However, the child born was a twin. One was considered the chosen one, while the other was ignored to the extent of not even being given food.

[Family regret story][Protagonist who won't forgive family][Protagonist who has a new family]


Ch.0 - {Prologue}
## Prologue

Planet Britan.
This world, where only one continent existed on the entire planet with just small islands scattered elsewhere, was divided into three powerful nations.

The Sran Empire in the north.
The Britannia Empire in the west.
The Arkan Empire in the east.

Ironically, in this world divided into three empires with only small island nations beyond them, these three countries that trisected the continent actually maintained peace with one another.

However, in this peaceful world, a prophecy was foretold.

[A crisis approaches the world.

The end of the world will come, and disasters will strike one country after another, bringing destruction.

Only a boy born in the middle of June can prevent this.

This boy will possess a special power that no one else in this world can have, and with that power, he will stop the apocalypse.

This boy will be born into House Artin.]

When this prophecy spread, the entire continent fell into fear, but House Artin of the Britannia Empire was in a festive mood.
Not only would the hero who would save the world be born into their family, but Duchess Arsein, Ceres, was already pregnant, so the child she would bear was considered the heir of House Artin who would become the hero.

Everyone expected the heir of House Artin to become the hero who would save the world.
But something happened that none of them had anticipated.

The child born to Duchess Artin, Ceres, was indeed born on June 15th as prophesied, but the problem was that the child born was a pair of twin brothers.
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# The Adopted Son of House Skyroad

In the eastern Arkan Empire, there were three duchies.

House Skyroad, House Arsein, and House Rurein.

Among them, House Skyroad had only one daughter, and unusually, they caused quite a stir by adopting a son. Rumors circulated about the adopted son's true identity, ranging from him being the Duke Skyroad's illegitimate child to being a distant relative, but the real truth remained unknown.

However, a few facts were certain. When he appeared in high society alongside the Young Lady of House Skyroad, they seemed incredibly close, and he clearly enjoyed the deep trust and affection of House Skyroad.

With his slightly tousled blonde hair, fair skin, tall stature, and subtly toned physique, his appearance alone was enough to stir the hearts of countless women. His abilities were also exceptional. He was a genius in both swordsmanship and magic with no equal, and rumors even claimed that all the recipes for House Skyroad's social parties came from his mind.

And now, Duke Arsein was meeting this rumored adopted son of House Skyroad.

"Do you know why I invited you here?"

Duke Arsein asked in a composed tone as he looked at the young man who had come at his invitation.

"Because of the engagement matter?"

The handsome young man, now 21 years old, asked with a gentle smile that somehow seemed cunning because his true thoughts were unreadable. Duke Arsein felt as though he were dealing with a seasoned, snake-like nobleman.

"Theodore Skyroad. That's part of it, but it's also because you and my daughter will be going to the Britannia Empire this year as second-year students."

Theodore smiled at those words.

"As scholarship students, right? Don't worry, I'll show them how excellent a person I am and demonstrate the majesty of the Arkan Empire that has such excellent people like me."

"No, that's part of it too, but more importantly, it's about my daughter. I called you here because of Yuria."

At Duke Arsein's words, Theodore crossed his arms and nodded.

"I see. So it's about my fiancée, who's famous at the academy."

Looking at Theodore's face as he spoke with a smirk, Duke Arsein found him annoying.
He knew well how Theodore conducted himself at the academy.
He had gained many followers, and it was well-known that most of them were women.

Since there were no rumors of him with any particular woman, and he didn't behave inappropriately, it was overlooked, but as a father with a daughter, Duke Arsein didn't like his behavior.
However, his skills were genuine, and he proudly held the top position at Jeiha Academy, the finest academy in the Arkan Empire. Incidentally, following behind him in second place was his daughter, the eldest daughter of House Arsein, Yuria.

"I've heard that you don't spend much time with my daughter at the academy."

"Surely not? I sincerely wish to become close with Young Lady Yuria. I always treat my fiancée with respect and do my best for her. It's just that I'm such an outstanding man that Young Lady Yuria finds me a bit intimidating."

"...Do you understand why you're resented by so many male students?"

"That's obviously competitive psychology. Men naturally aim for higher places. It's just the lamentations of those walking on the ground, envious of me who walks in the sky."

Duke Arsein felt that if he continued this conversation, his blood pressure would rise.
Despite his handsome appearance, good background, outstanding abilities, and popularity gained through his kindness and courtesy toward women, from the perspective of a father with a daughter or just as a man, Duke Arsein felt he would feel better if he could punch that smug face. Unfortunately, the young man before him was unbelievably strong for his age, and even Duke Arsein, famous as an excellent swordsman, had little chance of winning against him.

"When you go to the Britannia Empire this time, I cannot guarantee my daughter's safety. There will be many who might target her for ransom, and among the nobles of other countries, there will be those who harbor impure desires for my daughter's beauty. Can you protect my daughter from such people as her fiancé?"

At Duke Arsein's question, Theodore chuckled and asked in return.

"That's a foolish question. As long as she and I are engaged, I will protect her life as if it were my own. Since I am a special person who must survive for the sake of this world, she too holds an equally special position, so there's no need to worry."

Duke Arsein was relieved by Theodore's answer.
Although the man before him looked like an annoying parasite, his skills were undeniable, and he wasn't one to break his word.

"Good, then I can trust you with this?"

"Again with the foolish questions. I already said there's no need to worry."

Duke Arsein nodded at Theodore's words.

"Yes, I admit this was a foolish question. Then I'll leave it to you. Will you see my daughter before you go?"

"A chance to meet the most beautiful woman in the Arkan Empire? I cannot refuse."

Although he expressed acceptance and praised Yuria's beauty, the smile on his face didn't seem to hold any deep meaning.
As someone who had seen many people, Duke Arsein could discern the mask hidden behind that smile.

*He's just being courteous because of their engagement relationship?*

From Duke Arsein's perspective, Theodore seemed to have no feelings for his daughter Yuria.
No, to be precise, he probably did have some feelings. Just not beyond a certain level of fondness appropriate for his fiancée.

If their engagement were broken, he would likely say "Then we're strangers now" without any hesitation and cut off his interest in her.
But at least while their engagement continued, he wouldn't do anything immoral that went against their relationship, and he would do his best to protect her as his fiancée.

"She seems to be at the training ground now, so I'll head there."

"...Very well, I'll stay here, so you two have a good talk."

"Are you suggesting we have a good time as a young couple? I acknowledge that my fiancée's beauty deserves praise, and she herself is undeniably a good woman. However, I fear that if we form a relationship too early, before she becomes accustomed to a man like me who shines like the sun, her light will be enveloped by mine."

"Stop talking nonsense and just go talk to her properly about going to the Britannia Empire! Why are you taking it that far!"

"Oh my, I thought she was happy about going to the Britannia Empire?"

"Yes, she's eager to go. She's determined to prove her excellence in a foreign country without the background of House Arsein, to prove herself outstanding even abroad. And because of this issue, she had a big fight with my wife, and now I'm caught in the middle, suffering."

"So it's the tragedy of a man who loves his wife and daughter too much. You are an excellent husband and father."

Though it was clearly a compliment, it somehow felt like mockery, which was infuriating.
However, knowing that throwing a punch would only result in being subdued, Duke Arsein restrained himself and said:

"Fine, then go."

"Yes, I'll see you later."

As he watched Theodore leave after paying his respects, Duke Arsein sighed.

"Huff, his abilities are certain, but is someone like him really... going to be the one to accomplish such a great task?"

* * *

Yuria was the eldest daughter of House Arsein.

As the eldest daughter of House Arsein, one of the three great duchies of the Arkan Empire, and true to her heritage from a house famous for producing outstanding knights, she was practicing with her sword as usual.

"Huff~ Huff~"

Training until her entire body was drenched in sweat, she wore black leather hot pants and a white T-shirt, which was becoming soaked with perspiration.
However, her T-shirt, made by House Arsein, was an expensive garment that was not only comfortable but also enchanted to be durable and prevent her skin from showing through, so her flesh wasn't revealed despite the sweat-soaked fabric.

Objectively speaking, Yuria was truly a dazzling beauty.
With beautiful silver hair grown to her waist like the finest melted silver, jewel-like blue eyes, skin like white jade, and a perfect figure with ample breasts, a slender waist, and shapely hips, she was a beauty with flawless looks and physique.
Now 21 years old and becoming a second-year student at Jeiha Academy, she was frustrated that people paid attention to things other than her abilities.

*Why don't they recognize my efforts?*
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People evaluated Yuria, the eldest daughter of House Arsein, like this:

The Most Beautiful Woman In The Arkan Empire.

It was praise for her beauty, and Yuria didn't dislike that part. But the problem was that all her other accomplishments were completely overshadowed.

Her swordsmanship was so exceptional that she had almost no equals among her peers. She was second in the Swordsmanship Department at Jeiha Academy and ranked second in the entire academy. Even the second-ranked students from other departments lost to her in practical duels—that's how outstanding she was.

But there was one wall she could never overcome.

Theodore Skyroad.
A man of unknown origin who had been adopted into House Skyroad.
And her fiancé.

Not just Yuria, but students in other departments were also relegated to second place, all because of Theodore's existence. Despite barely attending classes, he always took first place with overwhelming scores on exams. In practical skills, whether swordsmanship, magic, hand-to-hand combat, or spirit arts—he excelled in every field.

As a result, he occupied the top position in every department except the Department Of Divinity. To Yuria, this seemed like an outrageous display of showing off.

Because of him, she and students from other departments were all pushed down to second place. Consequently, being the fiancée of Theodore—the top student and genius of geniuses—became far more well-known than her position as second in the Swordsmanship Department.

If that had been all, she wouldn't have minded Theodore so much.

*That person isn't sincere.*

Though he smiled gently at her, she sometimes felt his smile was like a mask. After repeatedly observing him, she had figured something out about him.

He had no friends.
No, he didn't need friends at all.
He only had followers and subordinates.

His smiles were all fake, and he placed little value on most people.
The only people he valued were those from House Skyroad. In other words, he was so arrogant that he treated everyone outside his family with indifference, barely even considering them as fellow humans.

Yuria acknowledged his abilities, but she didn't like that aspect of him.
Yet she was only known as his fiancée, and no matter how hard she worked to improve her skills, she couldn't overcome his wall.
Many people outside didn't even know she was second-ranked.
Given how famous she was as "the genius Theodore's fiancée," her position was reduced to merely being the beautiful fiancée that the genius possessed.
Even when people did learn about her second-place status, she faced maddening accusations that she had obtained it through the support of her fiancé Theodore and House Arsein.

*I'll prove myself abroad. Even if I've been overshadowed by his wall, I'll show everyone how exceptional I am.*

That's why Yuria had decided to study abroad at an academy in the Britannia Empire, to prove her abilities there.
She had already arranged to transfer as a second-year student and obtained her father's consent, so even her mother's interference couldn't stop her.
There was just one problem.

"Working hard again today?"

Yuria's face slightly frowned.
The problem was that this irritatingly handsome man with his smooth mask would be going with her.

"Theodore."

"Yes, Yuria. I'm well aware that my name is Theodore."

Yuria glared at him with displeasure, but that was all.
He hadn't done anything wrong, so she didn't hate him.
She just disliked how he treated her with false pretenses.

*How could someone like him be born?*

Not only was he inhumanly talented, but his boundless arrogance and fake smile were completely incomprehensible to her.
But one thing was certain: at least he was a man who kept his promises.

"Your gaze is quite intense today. Miss Yuria, that burning look in your eyes is like someone gazing at an unreachable sky."

Another certainty was that he had an outstanding talent for making her angry.

"Please shut your mouth."

"Gladly."

Seeing him actually close his mouth and say nothing as requested somehow irritated her even more.

"Sigh, never mind. Why did you come looking for me anyway?"

"Duke Arsein asked me a favor. I promised to protect you with my life on the way to the Britannia Empire."

Yuria didn't feel her heart flutter at his words.
Other girls might be charmed by this incredibly handsome man with outstanding abilities and background promising to protect them with his life, but Yuria knew he didn't attach any special meaning to it.

He was protecting her simply because she was his fiancée, because of their relationship status.
He was guarding her because they were promised in marriage, and if they broke off the engagement, he would cut off all interest in her without hesitation.

"The reason you're escorting me is obviously just because I'm your fiancée, right?"

"Yes, that's correct. You got it."

"Then if I weren't your fiancée, would you have escorted me?"

Yuria asked the question even though she already knew the answer.

"Do you want an honest answer? Or a false one?"

"Let's hear the false one first."

At Yuria's words, Theodore smiled and said:

"How could I refuse the honorable task of escorting a lady as beautiful as you? I would protect you even at the cost of my life, breaking through any danger to keep you safe."

Yuria frowned at those words.
That was a lie.
And to tell such an elaborate lie, almost like making a vow!

"What's the truth?"

"This world revolves around me. Why would someone as busy as I am waste time on someone unrelated to me?"

*Snap-*

Yuria felt like one of the strings of her reason had just broken.
Even though she already knew it intellectually, hearing it directly made her even angrier.
She deeply regretted that she had once admired this man as a swordsman and even harbored romantic feelings for him as a woman.

"You really are the worst."

"No, it's just that I'm such an exceptional human being that you're blinded by my brilliance. Objectively speaking, when it comes to individual abilities, you don't have a single thing you're better at than me, right?"

Yuria knew that he wore a mask and put on airs in front of other women, so she found it irritating how he so casually spoke such provocative words in front of her.
She felt like she could accept canceling her study abroad to the Britannia Empire if it meant landing one punch on that handsome face of his.

"I really dislike you."

When Yuria glared at him with angry eyes, he simply looked at her with a composed expression, arms folded.

His attitude showed no intention of becoming friendly, and Yuria somehow felt wronged.
The current situation where she was the only one getting angry made her feel like she was the only one losing out.

*Why do I keep getting angry at that man? Sigh.*

She should just ignore him and treat him professionally, but for some reason, she became too emotional around him.

"I really hate this..."

Yuria focused on swinging her sword to forget her distracting thoughts.
If she concentrated all her senses on wielding the sword, she might be able to forget about that irritating man, even if just for a moment.

Theodore silently watched her swing her sword without saying a word.
His gaze seemed to be evaluating her skill level, but Yuria didn't get angry about that.

Her skills were far inferior compared to his.
She had felt this during their previous duel when she was completely defeated.

*I won't always lag behind. I'll become strong enough to land at least one hit on you, and eventually, I'll surpass you.*

With such firm determination, she continued her training with the sword.
Theodore continued to silently observe her as she practiced basic movements, her beautiful silver hair flowing.

* * *

So I'm going to the Britannia Empire.
Well, I'll be reuniting with those who were once called family, but I already have a real family now, so I have no lingering attachment to them.

I only feel contempt.

I wonder if they'll even recognize me, and if they do, what their reaction will be? I'm genuinely looking forward to it.

I should let them gradually realize the truth while I savor their shameless attitudes.

After all, the real "Chosen One" wasn't that trash, but me.
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House Artin of the Britannia Empire.

As one of the Three Great Duchies in the Britannia Empire, this place had always been a center of wealth, honor, and power.

Furthermore, this place should have been revered by countless people as the birthplace of a hero with special powers destined to prevent the end of the world—The Chosen One.
But now, a dark atmosphere hung over House Artin.
This wasn't recent; House Artin had been consumed by this gloomy atmosphere for a long time.

"Ah, ah... Theodore..."

A woman was desperately searching for someone, like a person gone mad.
With her long blue-tinged blonde hair, a beautiful figure evident even beneath her dress, and a somewhat sorrowful yet beautiful face, she still exuded charm that could stir the hearts of many men despite being in her early forties, though she appeared to be only in her early thirties.

However, no man would dare harbor such thoughts about her.
After all, she was the Duchess of House Artin.

"Hic, Theodore... Mommy's sorry... please..."

But she spent her time endlessly crying and calling Theodore's name.
Already eleven years had passed since her son Theodore disappeared.

What made her even sadder was that she didn't even know exactly when he had disappeared eleven years ago.
The margin of error stretched from at least three weeks to over a month, and neither she nor anyone in the mansion remembered the date he disappeared.

The reason was simple.
That's how little she and everyone else in House Artin had cared about Theodore.

June 15th, twenty-one years ago.
On that day, she gave birth to twins.

And because there was a prophecy that she would give birth to none other than The Chosen One, a hero born to save the world from its end, the entire world focused on the twins born in House Artin.

"I heard the boys born this time are twins?"
"If only one had been a girl, it would have been easier to tell them apart."
"Right? Which one of them is The Chosen One? We can't tell who will be the hero to save the world."
"According to the prophecy, they'll possess special powers that no one else in the world has. It must be the one with such abilities."

Theodore and William.
People were interested in which of the twin brothers would be The Chosen One.
And in the year William turned two, he demonstrated the ability to control objects without touching them—a power called psychokinesis.

"My goodness."
"Not magic, but the power to control objects?"
"This is a miracle!"

People were thrilled by William's ability, and they became greatly excited about William who showed special abilities from infancy.
Everyone thought he was The Chosen One, and House Artin was no different.

"William, you are our pride!"

Duke Artin, Eliot, was proud of William, the glory of the family, and despite Theodore being the elder twin with higher succession rights, he designated William as the heir and showered him with all his affection.
And in this situation, Duchess Artin, Ceres, followed her husband Eliot's actions and favored only William.

"William, Mommy loves you more than anything in the world."

As they exclusively favored William, Theodore's existence was naturally forgotten.
Even the servants and maids working at House Artin naturally ignored him and treated him as if he didn't exist.

Looking back now, it was absurd, but at that time, she had never shown affection to Theodore. No, she had never even considered his existence important.

If William did even the slightest thing well, she would praise him excessively, and she often ignored even when she knew he was lying.
But no matter how hard Theodore tried, she never praised him, and she didn't even know what he ate.
She later learned that the servants and maids didn't even properly bring him meals, and his room wasn't properly cleaned, so he had to clean it himself.

The reason they didn't know he had disappeared was painfully simple.
The servants and maids didn't bring him food, and he always went to the kitchen to cook for himself with leftover ingredients or ate what the Artin family members had left behind.

The servants and maids didn't do anything for Theodore, whom the Duke and Duchess Artin ignored, and they didn't even know he had disappeared.

"Haah."

Thinking about those times, Ceres sighed. She truly had no memories of doing anything with Theodore.
Even when the family went out for walks together, she only took William, never Theodore.
She wasn't even interested in why Theodore didn't join them.

William was her only pride, and focusing all her love on him, the hero who would save the world, seemed only natural to her at the time.
No, not just her—everyone in House Artin thought the same way.

That's how much the glory of being The Chosen One who would save the world had blinded their eyes.

*Is there any new information?*

House Artin had searched throughout the Britannia Empire to find Theodore's whereabouts.
However, not knowing exactly when he disappeared made it extremely difficult to identify Theodore's appearance.

There were many people with black hair and blue eyes, and they didn't know what clothes Theodore usually wore.
His physical appearance would have matched that of a 10-year-old at the time, but the problem was that even Duke and Duchess Artin couldn't remember his exact features.

When Ceres belatedly realized this fact, she was horrified.
She couldn't properly remember what her son looked like, and except for when he was a baby, they didn't even have any photos taken together—a realization that made her skin crawl.

*How could I not even properly remember my son's appearance?*

She couldn't understand her past self, even now.
It was the same for Eliot; after focusing solely on searching for his son for three years using the duchy's resources, he eventually seemed to believe Theodore was dead. While he still devoted some resources to the search, he had begun to focus on his duties again.

And as the Duke and Duchess Artin came to their senses, they slowly began to see the attitude of William, the heir to House Artin.

"Ah, Mother."

The door opened, and William entered with a swagger.

"...What is it now?"

Ceres asked her son who had suddenly barged into her room, her voice tired.

"Rayna was being impertinent, so I taught her a lesson, and now she's crying and making a fuss. Isn't it too much to defy me, The Chosen One? It's so annoying to hear that girl crying."

Rayna was the younger sister of William and the missing Theodore.
Now 14 years old, she was only 3 when Theodore disappeared. After Theodore's disappearance, the Duke and Duchess Artin, feeling their mistake, began to give affection to Rayna as fairly as possible, no longer favoring only William.

However, the problem was that William had already grown into an uncontrollable rogue.
He was already involved in numerous rumors with female students at the academy, and he abused his reputation as The Chosen One, accusing anyone who defied him of plotting to destroy the world. His attitude—claiming everyone would die if he didn't save the world and telling people not to upset him—earned him public resentment.

But with House Artin as his background and his reputation as The Chosen One firmly behind him, no one could blame him.

"What... exactly did you do to Rayna?"

"Oh, Mother. What did I do? I just gave her a little knock on the head. Am I some kind of thug who would beat up his little sister?"

As he spoke with a swagger, Ceres felt a headache coming on.
She was now witnessing the results of improper upbringing.

The result of raising him by indulging him while knowing he was lying, and letting him grow up feeling his reputation as The Chosen One from childhood, was that he had already become a rogue that even the Duke and Duchess Artin could not control.
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*Have I ruined this child? Is he truly the Chosen One?*

Such doubts were rising in Ceres's heart as well.
In truth, due to William's behavioral issues, many people questioned whether he was truly the Chosen One mentioned in the prophecy.

Especially the students who attended classes with him at the academy were thoroughly disgusted.
Stories had already spread about how he would shamelessly put his hands up the skirts of pretty female students, and even harass couples—tormenting the women and kicking the men.
However, because of his status as the Chosen One, he couldn't be properly punished, which led many students to question whether he was truly the Chosen One at all.

*It doesn't matter anymore anyway.*

Ceres also felt that such questions were now meaningless.
If Theodore had remained, things might have been different, but now William was the only male born on June 15th.
Therefore, the Britannia Empire had no choice but to acknowledge William as the Chosen One, and questions were not permitted.

What if William wasn't the Chosen One?
That would mean there was no one to prevent the world's destruction, which would bring fear and despair to countless people.
Though the Imperial family showed interest in searching for Theodore, most people had already concluded he was dead. As a result, they had no choice but to cling to William.

"Mom, lend me some money."

"Money?"

"Yeah. I want to spend it on some women."

Hearing William's words, Ceres genuinely wondered what it would take for her son to come to his senses.

No, everything was already wrong. He was already beyond the point where even House Artin's influence could bring him back to his senses, and since the Britannia Empire had no one to replace him, they couldn't properly deal with his misdeeds.

*This isn't how I should have raised him...*

Though she felt belated regret, it was already too late to turn back.

"Oh, Mom. Have you heard? They say Yuria Arsein from House Arsein in the Arkan Empire is coming to study abroad. I heard that chick is smoking hot, so I'm thinking of checking her out. What do you think?"

Ceres felt she wouldn't be surprised if she collapsed right then and there.

* * *

Duchess Arsein, Ceres, was in despair over her wayward son William and desperately missed her vanished son Theodore.
And Duke Artin, Eliot, was filled with regret about everything.

*I shouldn't have treated Theodore that way...*

Working in his private office as Duke Artin, he was suffering from the stress caused by William's constant troublemaking.
And the son who had disappeared eleven years ago, Theodore, still left his heart heavy with guilt.

Rationally, he now believed his son Theodore was likely dead. But that didn't mean he had given up hope entirely, so while not using the full resources of the duchy, he continued to use some to search for him.
The Britannia Empire had recently been helping with the search, but if they couldn't find him in over ten years, it seemed unlikely they would find him now.

*Sigh, I don't even know what he looks like since we don't have any pictures after his infancy.*

He belatedly realized that despite living with his son until he was 10 years old, he had no memories of time spent with him.

Eliot wondered if back then, not just his eyes but his entire mind had gone completely blind.

Blinded by the glory of having the Chosen One as his son, he had completely ignored his other son, treating him worse than cold leftovers.

When he later investigated, he was shocked to discover that the servants hadn't brought Theodore meals for years, forcing the young boy to sneak into the kitchen to eat leftover food or even cook for himself.

Though he had severely punished the servants responsible for Theodore's meals, he knew that he and his wife bore the greatest responsibility.

*If only we had treated Theodore fairly. No, if only we had given him even the minimum of love.*

If they had shown Theodore even minimal affection, he wouldn't have disappeared, and William wouldn't have gone so terribly astray.
But all of this was just belated regret.

Theodore had left House Artin, left their side, unable to endure the discrimination any longer.
That was now an irreversible fact, and Theodore was probably no longer... alive.

*I don't even know what he did in his daily life, what clothes he wore, or what he looked like. Sigh. I have nothing to remember him by.*

Thinking about it, June 15th was William's birthday, but it was also Theodore's birthday.
Yet he had never once wished Theodore a happy birthday.
Naturally, he had no memory of giving him birthday presents either.

He never even saw Theodore's face on his birthday, never bothered to look for him, so it was impossible to have given him congratulations or gifts.

At least he was making sure his late-born daughter Rayna didn't experience such discrimination, but every time he did so, Theodore's absence was painfully felt.

Eliot had countless times imagined how things might have been different if he had loved Theodore.
He might have learned swordsmanship directly from his father, and perhaps even received training as the heir to House Artin as the firstborn son.

In hindsight, he wondered if it had been hasty to consider William the Chosen One based solely on his psychokinesis. Perhaps Theodore too had special abilities that he had never known about.

But whenever he had such thoughts, Eliot felt they were absurd.

He was merely imagining a version of himself who wouldn't have discriminated against Theodore if he had shown special abilities.

Theodore was gone, and it was entirely their fault.
That would never change.

"The ones visiting this time are Theodore from House Skyroad and Yuria from House Arsein."

For some reason, the name Theodore caught his attention, as did the fact that he was an adopted son of House Skyroad and that his appearance didn't come long after Theodore's disappearance.
But logically speaking, the possibility of him being Theodore was nonexistent.

House Skyroad of the Arkan Empire was a family no less prestigious than House Artin of the Britannia Empire. Such a family would never have taken in someone with no blood relation as their heir.

* * *

From the age when she first became self-aware, Rayna sensed that something was wrong.

Her brother William's delinquent behavior was always appalling, but she understood that his position as the Chosen One prevented even House Artin from restraining his rampages.

Her own scoldings only earned her a knock on the head. She considered herself lucky that, being his sister, he didn't kick her like he did others.

*Theodore, was it?*

She had always heard stories about her other brother, Theodore, who disappeared when she was only three years old. The Duke and Duchess of Artin would always tell Rayna with tears in their eyes how terribly they had wronged him.
Looking back, their confessions to their daughter were probably attempts to unburden their guilt and seek comfort from her.

But those words were shocking even to the young Rayna, and now at fourteen, she understood the issue even more deeply.

*They really went too far.*

Rayna wondered what kind of person her brother Theodore, whose face she didn't know and whom she had no memory of meeting, might be.
If he were alive, she would like to meet him at least once.
She also hoped he would be different from the delinquent William.

*Surely he's not like Brother William?*

Since they were twins, she couldn't rule out the possibility that their personalities might be similar, and the thought made her shudder.

"Ugh."

The black-haired girl slightly trembled, sincerely praying that her other brother was alive and well, and above all, that he wasn't a disaster like William.
As the only person in House Artin who bore no responsibility for the sins against Theodore, these were the only thoughts she could have.

Ch.5 - {House Skyroad}
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House Skyroad.
A family boasting the most prestigious lineage in the Arkan Empire, they had always taken pride in protecting the imperial family as their closest confidants.
As Theodore returned to the Skyroad mansion, he noticed someone rushing toward him the moment he opened the door.

"Big brotherrr!"

Theodore gently embraced the golden-haired girl with hair reaching below her waist who threw herself at him with a bright smile, and gave her an affectionate smile in return.

"Judy. I've told you not to run in the house, haven't I?"

"Yes! I'll remember that!"

"Judy, isn't that already the 28th time I've said that?"

"Yep! I'll try to make it to 30 soon!"

The energetic, laughing girl was Judith Skyroad, the fifteen-year-old Young Lady of House Skyroad. She was the biological daughter of the Duke and Duchess Skyroad, and Theodore's stepsister.

"Honestly."

Though Theodore's tone suggested exasperation, his gaze was warm. As he looked at his stepsister with obvious affection, the butler of House Skyroad approached him.
The sixty-year-old butler, befitting his position in House Skyroad, possessed skills worthy of a knighthood, which kept him looking as young and healthy as someone in his mid-forties.

"Welcome home, young master."

The butler was one of the few people in this mansion who could address Theodore as "young master" and Judith as "miss."

"Hello, Gramps. Everything all right?"

"Yes, of course."

After exchanging brief greetings, Theodore patted Judith's head and asked:

"Judy, did you eat well?"

"Yes! But breakfast didn't taste as good as when you make it."

"Haha, is that so? Then I'll make lunch for you myself."

"Really?! That's a promise, okay?"

"Yes."

Just as Theodore sealed the promise by linking fingers with her, a stern-looking maid approached.

"Lady Judith, it's time to begin your lessons."

"Ugh! B-big brother, I guess I'll go to my lessons now."

Watching Judith walk away with steps as pitiful as an animal being led to slaughter, Theodore muttered, "Oh dear," while shaking his head.

"Judy seems to be having a hard time. I should make her favorite beef dish for lunch."

Hearing Theodore's words, the butler bowed his head.

"Yes, young master. I will prepare good beef for the young lady."

"Good, prepare as much thinly sliced beef as possible. I'll be making Country Pride Steak, so prepare the related ingredients as I noted before."

"Yes, understood."

"Well then, Gramps. Keep up the good work."

"Yes, young master."

After giving instructions to the butler, Theodore headed to the study of Duke Skyroad, the master of House Skyroad.
Two knights stood guard in front of the study, and they respectfully bowed their heads when they saw Theodore.

"Welcome, Duke's Son."

"Yes, my father seems to be inside. Please announce me."

Theodore's action of having the knight announce his visit rather than doing so himself was actually a matter of etiquette.
It was a courtesy that elevated the other person's status by quietly informing them through their servant rather than loudly announcing oneself.

Duke Skyroad had told him this wasn't necessary, but Theodore insisted on observing such courtesies meticulously.
It was his way of showing respect for the Duke's authority and dignity, and the knights had long grown accustomed to his behavior.

"Understood. Your Grace, the Duke's Son has come to see you."

"Tell him to come in."

Duke Skyroad's response came immediately from inside the room.

"Please enter."

As the knight opened the door and responded politely, Theodore gave a slight nod and went inside.
He walked confidently toward Duke Skyroad with a slight smile.

Duke Skyroad was a handsome man with brilliant golden hair that clearly showed where his daughter Judith had inherited her coloring from. Though now middle-aged, he still looked youthful and was known as a genius whose martial prowess ranked within the top ten in the Arkan Empire.
Some speculated that if not for his duties as Duke Skyroad limiting his training time, he would have ranked within the top three.

Theodore greeted him with a calm smile.

"Theodore Skyroad pays his respects to Father."

"Tsk."

Duke Skyroad clicked his tongue at Theodore's formal attitude.
His eyes were filled with dissatisfaction as he looked at Theodore.

"Seriously, I've told you that you can speak more casually. You should learn from Judy."

At Duke Skyroad's words, Theodore chuckled slightly and replied in a somewhat playful but serious tone:

"That's fundamentally difficult for me. As the heir to the great House Skyroad, which walks the path of the sky protecting the Arkan Empire, I am a brilliantly shining figure admired by all. Wouldn't it be inappropriate for such a radiant person to behave childishly?"

Duke Skyroad snickered incredulously at Theodore's response.

"You never give an inch, do you? Well, that's just like you."

"I'm grateful that you understand."

"Well, Theo."

Duke Skyroad was using a nickname for Theodore.

"Yes, Father."

"I heard you'll be going with Young Lady Yuria this time?"

"That's right. She is my fiancée, a special person, so I should protect her, shouldn't I?"

Looking at Theodore speaking this way, Duke Skyroad retorted:

"You speak so well for someone who wouldn't feel any regret even if the engagement were broken off."

"Indeed. If she were to break off our engagement, wouldn't that mean she couldn't handle my too-dazzling talent and drove herself to ruin due to feelings of inferiority? There's no need to concern myself with every fallen person."

Instead of looking exasperated at Theodore's words, Duke Skyroad gave a bitter smile.
He knew well that Theodore's manner of speaking was deliberately meant to avoid forming attachments.

Despite his attitude, the Duke knew that Theodore actually had a caring personality and that once he gave his affection, he did so deeply.
That was also why he made followers rather than friends.

"Sigh, fine. By the way, Judy has been feeling neglected lately because you've been busy at the academy and rarely come home on weekends. Did she say anything to you?"

"She said breakfast wasn't tasty. So I promised to make lunch for her."

What she actually meant was that it wasn't as good as the food he made, but Theodore explained it briefly without elaborating.

"I see. Well, your cooking has spoiled my palate too. Tsk, making people's tastes so refined."

Duke Skyroad grumbled slightly, but soon cleared his throat and casually asked:

"By the way, Theo, what's on the lunch menu today?"

Having already anticipated this reaction from Duke Skyroad, Theodore answered calmly:

"Country Pride Steak. It's Judy's favorite."

"Hmm! That sounds good. Oh, and your mother mentioned she'd like to eat that pork dish you make. Would that be possible too?"

"Which one specifically are you referring to?"

"She said she wanted that stuffed pork chop with fruit in the middle."

"If you tell Gramps or someone else to prepare the ingredients listed in my recipe, I can make it myself for dinner later."

"Hmm! Thank you!"

Seeing Duke Skyroad's expectant expression, Theodore smiled slightly and asked:

"By the way, Father, what's the domestic public opinion regarding my study abroad?"

As Theodore began to ask seriously about current public opinion as the heir to House Skyroad, Duke Skyroad recalled the information he had gathered.

"Nothing special. Most people are just expecting you, with your excellence, to put those Britannia Empire fellows in their place."

"I see."

In the Arkan Empire, there were more people who admired Theodore's overwhelming abilities than those who envied him. In particular, there was much anticipation about how his visit to the Britannia Empire would elevate the Arkan Empire's prestige and humiliate the Britannia Empire.
It was an eternal truth that internal unity strengthens in the face of external enemies.

"But, Theo. Are you all right with this?"

"What do you mean?"

Theodore asked as if nothing was wrong, but Duke Skyroad didn't miss how his eyes grew slightly cold.
That coldness was directed not at himself but at those who would be in the Britannia Empire.

"House Artin. Won't they recognize you?"
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In response to Duke Skyroad's words, Theodore smirked and said:

"What would they do even if they found out? I am Theodore Skyroad of House Skyroad."

"True enough. You're my son and heir. But if those people recognize you, they'll become a nuisance."

"I'm sure they would. With doubts circulating about whether William is truly the Chosen One, they'll need a propaganda replacement."

Theodore scoffed coldly.
William was known as the Chosen One but was also infamous throughout the Arkan Empire for his delinquent behavior.

Though William had been revered as the Chosen One since childhood because of his psychokinesis, there was no definitive proof of his status. Opinions were gradually spreading that the special ability mentioned in the prophecy couldn't possibly be mere psychokinesis. This doubt began because of William's poor conduct—people questioned how such a delinquent could be the Chosen One.

"The Britannia Empire has been arrogant, flaunting their Chosen One, but our Arkan Empire knows the truth, doesn't it?"

"Hm, yes. That's right."

Duke Skyroad knew the truth about the Chosen One that Theodore was referring to. Not just him, but the imperial family of the Arkan Empire knew as well. That's why they could secretly laugh at the Britannia Empire's arrogant attitude.

"I think it's about time we reveal our hidden dagger. After all, a brilliantly radiant existence cannot hide its light even behind clouds."

Theodore smiled with his arms crossed.

"Are you thinking of revealing your identity directly?"

At Duke Skyroad's question, Theodore shook his head slightly.

"I won't reveal it first. But someone as brilliant and exceptional as myself will inevitably be discovered anyway."

Adding to his self-praise, Theodore continued, saying that even if he didn't reveal his true identity, it would eventually come to light.

"I already bring more glory to House Skyroad than anyone else. There's no problem if I shine even brighter."

Despite Theodore's confident statement, Duke Skyroad couldn't hide his concern, but he nodded and said:

"I'm still worried as your father... but I trust you'll handle it well. I'm leaving it to you."

"Yes, you can expect me to elevate House Skyroad's name even higher."

"I see... know that I always believe in you."

"Of course I know that."

Theodore acted as if this was obvious, making Duke Skyroad chuckle.

"Well, the psychology of parents with talented children is quite complex."

"Good parents have talented children. Unlike some others."

Duke Skyroad just smiled, knowing Theodore's comment was complimenting him as a good parent.

"Then I'll go see Mother for a moment, Father."

"Go ahead."

As Theodore left Duke Skyroad's room after paying his respects, the Duke muttered wistfully:

"Despite how he talks, he's actually quite sensitive inside."

Duke Skyroad still vividly remembered Theodore from that day. Unlike now, when they first met, Theodore was a young boy who couldn't find his reason for existence, colored by despair, sorrow, resentment, and hatred. That sight had stirred an inexplicable impulse in him. Duchess Skyroad must have felt the same impulse when she saw Theodore, accepting him into the family as their adopted son.

*Sigh, I can't forget that face from back then.*

He couldn't understand how Theodore's birth parents could treat their own son that way. Now a parent of two children himself, it was incomprehensible. Raising Theodore and Judith, Duke Skyroad found joy in watching his children grow. He couldn't fathom how parents could show such favoritism to one child while neglecting even the most basic duties toward another.

"I'm looking forward to lunch prepared by my son."

As his thoughts wandered, Duke Skyroad began feeling hungry and looked forward to the lunch his talented son would prepare.

* * *

In the dining room where the Skyroad family gathered, Judith slowly savored the country pride steak served for lunch.

"Delicious!"

This was exactly the taste she had been anticipating! Judith happily enjoyed the lunch her brother had prepared.

"Is it good, Judy?"

"Yes! As always, your cooking is the best, brother!"

Theodore smiled slightly at Judith's enthusiastic response, seemingly satisfied, and then looked to his parents for their reactions.

"Mmm, this taste is exceptional."

Duke Skyroad also smiled with satisfaction as he enjoyed the country pride steak. Not only was it fried at the perfect temperature, but the sauce combination was excellent as well.

"It's truly wonderful. Theo's cooking is always delicious. Can we expect more tomorrow?"

The beautiful woman with blue hair and blue eyes, Duchess Skyroad, elegantly cut the meat with her knife while speaking. Theodore smiled contentedly at his family enjoying the meal and said:

"Of course. Cooking is about sincerity. Food prepared with love for family is the true secret to delicious meals."

Theodore also had a plate of the country pride steak he had prepared in front of him, and he too cut the meat with his knife to taste it.

"I'll prepare another sincere meal tomorrow, so Mother, you need only trust in your exceptional son's skills and look forward to it."

"Yes! But it's a shame. When Theo goes to study abroad in the Britannia Empire, I won't see his face for a while. Mom feels quite sad about that."

Judith agreed with Duchess Skyroad's slightly pouty comment:

"That's right! When brother leaves, I'll miss his cooking and the time we spend going out together."

Theodore chuckled at their words and said:

"The matter of going with Young Lady Yuria is already settled. Although it won't taste as good as when I make it myself, I've written down all the recipes, so the food should still be about 50% as good. And if you really miss me, Mother and Judy can always come visit me."

"That's true. I should go see how well my son is doing."

"Yes, you'll see more than you expect as I use my brilliantly radiant talent to engrave the greatness of the Arkan Empire and House Skyroad into the Britannia Empire."

Judith smiled brightly at Theodore's confident statement. Though his words might sound arrogant, Judith enjoyed hearing her brother speak that way.

Theodore's statements might sound prideful, but remarkably, he had never been wrong. He truly dominated the academy with his overwhelming talent, holding the top position in multiple departments simultaneously and maintaining a huge gap with those in second place. His versatile abilities were a source of pride for his sister.

*How wonderful to have such an amazing person as my brother.*

When daughters from other noble families approached her, begging for her brother's autograph, she couldn't help but feel proud. Currently, with Theodore, House Skyroad's status rivaled or even exceeded the combined prestige of House Arsein and House Rurein. He excelled in every field he touched, and she had even overheard that Duke Skyroad was amazed by his understanding of financial flows.

"If you ever have any difficulties in the Britannia Empire, don't hesitate to tell us."

Duchess Skyroad seemed worried about her son studying abroad in a distant place. Theodore nodded.

"I'll contact you if anything happens. But there's no need to worry. As you already know, I'm special."

"Yes, you are special. But that's precisely why we worry, please understand that."

"I understand. I already know that place is full of cunning ticks trying to use special people and filthy parasites trying to cling to them."

Judith knew something about the conversations passing between her family members. However, she never mentioned it to her friends. It was a special secret known only to the imperial family and House Skyroad.

"Oh, brother! Speaking of which, you're going with sister Yuria. Is there any lovey-dovey story to share?"

As Judith asked with sparkling, curious eyes, Theodore smiled kindly and said:

"Judy has reached the age to be interested in such things, I see."

And so, the four members of House Skyroad spent time together, sharing warm smiles.

Ch.7 - {Jeiha Academy}
# Jeiha Academy

Jeiha Academy.
The most famous academy in the Arkan Empire, established long ago to nurture talented individuals who would benefit the empire.
Thanks to this philosophy, even commoners with talent could enroll.

*I'll be leaving this place for a while, won't I?*

The silver-haired beauty, Yuria, realized as she strolled through Jeiha Academy that she would have to leave this place for at least a year if she went to study abroad in the Britannia Empire.
This made her feel somewhat melancholic.

Yuria had worked hard in every aspect to rise to second place in the Swordsmanship Department of Jeiha Academy. She had also formed relationships here.

"Yuria!"

She saw a female student with neatly tied red hair approaching with a bright smile.
Her name was Ashley Panisello.
She was the young lady of House Panisello, located in the northern region of the Arkan Empire, and had been Yuria's friend since childhood.

"Ashley."

Yuria smiled slightly upon seeing her.

"Why are you running so hastily? What if you fall?"

When Yuria expressed her concern, Ashley replied with a broad smile.

"Then you'd rush over to catch me, wouldn't you?"

"Honestly..."

Thinking her friend was incorrigible, Yuria smiled as Ashley asked her:

"Oh, by the way, have you heard the news?"

"What news?"

"About your fiancé, Yuria. When they heard Theodore Skyroad was leaving for Jeiha Academy, most of the female students were in tears, especially the third-year seniors who cried as a group."

Yuria felt something grow cold inside her at those words.
She couldn't tell exactly what had cooled, but that was definitely the feeling.

"...Is that all?"

"No, some of the third-year seniors actually went to Theodore, confessed their feelings, and begged him not to go study abroad. Do you know what Theodore said?"

"What did he say?"

Yuria asked this, but she thought that the self-important Theodore wouldn't accept another woman's confession when he had her as his fiancée.
Regardless of whether he loved her or not, it would be impossible given his personality.

"Well~ Kyaa! It was so cool! He said, 'I'm honored and grateful as a man to receive such a confession from someone like you, but I'm sorry, I have a fiancée and I've sworn to be faithful only to her!'"

Seeing Ashley's excited expression as she jumped slightly like a rabbit with sparkling eyes, Yuria could guess what she was imagining.
She was probably imagining something romantic.

*We're not that kind of couple.*

It would be a lie if Yuria said she hadn't been interested in Theodore's handsome face and outstanding abilities.
Especially since he wasn't just anyone, but her official fiancé, and he had no particular issues with his conduct, was polite to her, and had a responsible personality.
But knowing that he treated her only out of obligation and didn't love her, Yuria felt that everything was meaningless.

"Yuria, how long are you going to be cold to Theodore?"

"What?"

"Since our kind Yuria wouldn't have done anything wrong, I think Theodore must have done something wrong... If it's not something you can forgive, you should confront him sternly, and if it is, wouldn't it be better to just forgive him...?"

Yuria smiled gently at her childhood friend who always became meddlesome when it came to her affairs.

"It's not like that. I just feel like Theodore and I have the worst compatibility, so we don't get along well."

"Huh? So he didn't do anything wrong?"

"Hmm, if I had to say, I guess so. There's nothing wrong between us, but we just know each other's secrets, which is why we don't get along well."

At Yuria's words, Ashley looked slightly disappointed, as if she had expected something more dramatic.

"Ah, I thought there might be something."

But she quickly regained her spirits and said:

"Still, Theodore is leaving Jeiha Academy and going to study abroad with you for more than a year, right? Just the two of you, and he even agreed to be your escort?"

"Yes, that's what I heard."

It was well-known that Theodore had agreed to serve as Yuria's escort.
Yuria knew that he had merely sworn to protect her out of duty as her fiancé, but the relationship between her, The Most Beautiful Woman In The Arkan Empire, and Theodore, who could be called the most handsome man in the Arkan Empire, would have created numerous gossip topics.

"Honestly, I think it's wonderful! A fiancé who volunteers to protect his fiancée. Theodore is known for keeping his word, isn't he?"

"Yes, that's true."

"Then I really don't understand why you say you don't get along with him. Wasn't your ideal type always a responsible man like Theodore?"

Ashley asked with genuine confusion.
As childhood friends, they had shared embarrassing stories with each other that they wouldn't tell others, so she knew well what Yuria's ideal type was.

"There are just some things. Theodore honestly doesn't love me either, right? He's just treating me well out of a sense of responsibility."

As Yuria drew the line with those words, Ashley looked slightly dissatisfied but didn't ask further.

"Okay, well~ Yuria, should we have a party, just the two of us, before you go to Jeiha Academy?"

"...Just the two of us?"

"Yes! I'm your closest and oldest friend, right? Many people will wish you well, but I want to be the one to celebrate deeply with you, as your best friend. Yuria, don't forget me when you're there, okay? You have to write letters regularly. Got it?"

"Hehe, I got it."

Yuria smiled at her friend's words, and seeing her smile, Ashley beamed brightly.

"Wow~ Then it's a promise?"

"Yes."

The sight of the 21-year-old woman with red hair jumping like a rabbit in joy, and the silver-haired beauty of the same age watching her friend with an affectionate smile, caught the attention of passing students.

"Wow, she's really something else, no matter when you see her."

"If she weren't Theodore's fiancée... I'd confess to her."

"Hey, wake up. We're talking about Theodore Skyroad. Damn, I guess someone like him would have The Most Beautiful Woman In The Arkan Empire as his fiancée."

Yuria could sense the passing male students harboring desires for her beauty.
However, she was accustomed to such gazes since childhood, and knowing that they wouldn't cross the line and were merely feeling regret for an unattainable flower, she paid no attention to it.

"Kyaa! It's Theodore!"

"Lord Theodore! Please look at me just once!"

"Smile at me!"

"Lord Theodore, please let me hold your hand once!"

Then came the sound of female students from Jeiha Academy screaming and cheering in unison.

They were gathering around Theodore, who was simply walking down the path, declaring themselves his followers and calling his name in excitement.
Seeing this scene, Yuria felt slightly annoyed.

Theodore was showing no interest in other women, drawing a clear line without giving them any opportunity.
Moreover, he was now approaching where she was, and she could feel that only she was reflected in his eyes.
But Yuria was feeling an inexplicable displeasure.

"Hello, Lady Yuria. You look radiantly beautiful today as well."

Theodore displayed a picture-perfect smile on his handsome face. Though she thought the smile was annoying, Yuria forced herself to smile back and returned the greeting.

"Yes, Theodore. I'm glad to see you're in good health today as well."

"I'm glad you're healthy too. It would be troublesome for me if you were sick."

Kyaaaa~

The surrounding female students seemed to interpret Theodore's words as "If you were sick, my heart would ache and that would be troublesome," but Yuria knew what his words actually meant and felt her hands slightly clench into fists.

*He means it's fortunate I'm healthy and not troublesomely sick.*

After interpreting it, she felt even more irritated.

"Yes, that is fortunate. But why have you come looking for me?"

Maintaining her forced smile, Yuria asked, and Theodore answered:

"Nothing special. I just wanted to talk with you alone for a moment."

"Alone?"

"Yes. Since our departure time is approaching, I thought we should talk."

At Theodore's words, even Ashley was saying "Oh my, oh my!" while covering her mouth with her hands and sending admiring glances.
Her gaze seemed to say, "Yuria, your fiancé seems sincere about you," and Yuria seriously considered whether she should explain his true nature to her misunderstanding childhood friend.
However, feeling that doing so would make her appear slanderous, Yuria put aside that thought and nodded.

"Alright."

Although there was still a week left until their departure, it was important to talk with him in advance since they would be traveling together, so Yuria readily accepted his proposal.
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"Thank you for making time for me."

As Theodore smiled politely while expressing his gratitude, Yuria thought that he was indeed annoyingly handsome.

"Shall we go?"

Theodore's posture as he extended his hand was flawless. He looked every bit the fiancé politely offering his hand to his fiancée, and screams of excitement could be heard from the female students around them.

*I can't really refuse.*

The engagement between House Skyroad and House Arsein wasn't simply a matter that could be handled based on personal feelings. If the other party was behaving properly and maintaining boundaries, while she crossed those boundaries arbitrarily in front of numerous onlookers, the fault would be hers.

*This is just about maintaining proper etiquette.*

After reassuring herself, Yuria took his hand.

"Please lead the way."

"Gladly."

After moving away from the gazes of Ashley and others to a place where they were alone with no one else around, Yuria immediately released his hand and asked:

"Where should we start?"

In response to Yuria asking where they should begin their coordination, Theodore smiled.

"Well? First, I'd like to hear your thoughts. Your biggest goal is to maintain your position as *second place* there, right?"

Theodore's emphasis on "second place" sounded like mockery, and Yuria, unable to contain her irritation, folded her arms and replied sarcastically:

"Yes, I'm sure it seems ridiculous to the amazing Duke's Son Skyroad who ranked first in every department except Divinity in his first year."

In response to her sarcastic remark, Theodore nodded.

"Of course it seems ridiculous. How could I not find it amusing to see people desperately struggling to secure a place beneath my feet when they can't even reach the toes of someone as brilliant as me?"

Yuria glared at him as he shot back even more intensely and said:

"You really are infuriating."

"Is that inferiority speaking?"

"No, it's not!"

Faced with Theodore's unyielding responses and the reality that she had never won an argument against him, yet finding herself drawn into another verbal battle, Yuria tried to calm herself down.

*Calm down, Yuria. There's nothing to gain from arguing with this person.*

As she calmed herself down, Theodore said to her:

"If you want, I could give you some lessons. For my beautiful fiancée, I might be willing to put in a little effort to help improve your skills."

"What's your angle?"

Yuria momentarily forgot everything else as a swordswoman and was instantly intrigued. Though she didn't like him and got irritated every time she saw him, he was clearly a swordsman who had reached a far superior level than her. While he couldn't be called a pure swordsman since he ranked first in magic, spirit arts, and other fields including hand-to-hand combat, he was definitely a swordsman of a different caliber than her.

"My angle? How insulting. I'm simply trying to help my fiancée who has a passion for swordsmanship, yet this is how I'm treated. How unpleasant."

As Theodore's eyes grew slightly cold, Yuria had an "oh no" moment. She realized she had been rude because she was still irritated from their earlier argument.

"I'm sorry, I made a mistake."

Yuria immediately bowed her head politely to Theodore and apologized. Regardless of whether she liked her fiancé or not, it was wrong of her to immediately suspect his motives when he offered to teach her swordsmanship. With her mindset that one should apologize immediately after making a mistake, she needed to apologize to him as soon as possible.

"Well, I accept."

It would be a lie to say his attitude in graciously accepting her apology didn't irritate her, but knowing that pursuing the matter would only upset herself further, Yuria asked:

"Does what you said earlier mean you'll continue giving me lessons even when we go to the Britannia Empire?"

"Well, yes. I have to protect you anyway. While I'm protecting you, teaching you swordsmanship would be a productive use of time, wouldn't it?"

Hearing Theodore's words, Yuria thought that if she didn't know his true nature, she might have fallen deeply for him. With that irritatingly handsome face, he was saying he would protect her—if she didn't feel her heart flutter at such words from her fiancé, it would be a lie.

"But is that really just for my sake?"

"Do you want an honest answer or a lie?"

"Tell me both."

At Yuria's request, Theodore nodded and with a polite, courteous smile, said:

"The lie first: As your fiancé, how could I ignore such passion from my beautiful fiancée? Shouldn't I help you achieve your dreams in any way I can as your fiancé?"

At Theodore's words, Yuria coldly asked:

"And the truth?"

"The truth is, while your appearance is acceptable as my fiancée, your abilities are honestly lacking. If you were to embarrass yourself in the Britannia Empire, it would create a blemish that would cast a shadow on my brilliance, which blinds others with its radiance. I need to help you improve so you don't embarrass yourself."

Crack—

Yuria sincerely prayed to God:

*If I could just land one hit on that smug face, I'd give up a year of my life!*

Feeling that angry, Yuria tried to calm her boiling emotions and forced a smile.

"I see. Then I should become strong enough to surpass you so I won't be a blemish on your reputation."

Theodore looked at her with pity.

"Oh dear, Young Lady Yuria. Are you feeling unwell?"

"...What do you mean?"

"Having dreams and passion is good, but there are limits. Dreaming of something that can never be achieved? What if you become so desperate that you start hating your life and commit suicide? How can you entertain such absurd delusions?"

Theodore approached Yuria, placed his hand on her shoulder, and said:

"If you were to commit suicide, it would be like spilling ink on my perfectly shining name. So please, reconsider your thinking."

"...God, today I'm going to kill this man and go to heaven."

"That's good spirit. Swing your sword with that kind of energy."

At Theodore's words, Yuria decided not to hesitate since she had his permission.

"Fine. Draw your sword."

Unlike Yuria who carried her sword in a scabbard at her waist, Theodore always kept his sword in a spatial pocket.

"Honestly, I don't even need to draw my sword against you."

Theodore's words made Yuria feel that surge of irritation again. Since childhood, she had diligently practiced swordsmanship and had reached the top level in her grade at Jeiha Academy, second only to Theodore. Now in her second year, her skills were such that hardly any fourth-year seniors could match her.

*But that means nothing to this man standing before me.*

She knew that fact well. However...

"Draw your sword now. You said you'd teach me as a swordsman, didn't you?"

No matter how weak she might be, she had her pride as a swordswoman built on her own efforts. Even if she were to lose, she wanted to lose in a proper duel between swordsmen.

"If that's what you want, gladly."

Theodore was seen drawing his sword. Before her stood the top student of the Swordsmanship Department's first year and Jeiha Academy's strongest swordsman, said to surpass even the professors.

Thump—

Yuria felt her heart race as a swordswoman, and slowly took her stance. She knew her swordsmanship couldn't reach his level.

*But I won't give up.*

No matter how high the wall, she would never give up. She would climb that wall even if she had to crawl.

"Haaaah!"

With that thought, she charged with all her might, only to be instantly knocked back.

"Kyaaah!"

Though she was the one who attacked, the moment her sword met Theodore's, she felt an enormous repulsive force that sent her flying backward. She was about to hit the ground back-first when someone caught her from behind.

"Are you alright?"

The voice belonged to Theodore. Somehow, he had moved behind her and caught her in his arms after knocking her back from the front. Finding herself suddenly embraced from behind, Yuria quickly escaped from his arms.

"I-I'm fine. This is nothing!"

An inexplicable embarrassment came over her.

*Haa, calm down.*

As Yuria tried to calm her racing heart from the unexpected situation, Theodore quietly observed her. Yuria felt even more embarrassed under his gaze.
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"Looks like you're fine, that's good."

Theodore's gaze made Yuria feel self-conscious, and she took a habitual breath before asking:

"What was that counter-force just now?"

Yuria deliberately asked about the counter-force she had just experienced to forget her embarrassment. And since she was genuinely curious, she waited for Theodore's answer.

"The counter-force you just saw is one of the techniques I developed to return an opponent's attack. It involves coating the sword with a repelling energy that bounces back direct impacts or energy-based attacks, but it can't deflect if the opponent's attack is too powerful."

"How do you do it?"

"I'll show you the flow of energy."

As an instructor, Theodore was surprisingly diligent. He taught the technique step by step, showing the energy flow, and Yuria found it easy to learn.

"That's unexpected."

"What is?"

"I thought you'd be showing off and saying I couldn't even do this much."

Yuria assessed that he was excellent and outstanding as an instructor, at least compared to what she had expected. However, she had to retract that assessment less than a minute later when Theodore said:

"I've never overestimated you to begin with. I didn't expect you to be able to copy it after seeing it once, so I prepared teaching methods suited to your level."

"...You really are unpleasant."

Yuria glared at Theodore again for his way of speaking that immediately shattered any positive image she tried to form of him, but her eyes weren't as fierce as before.

"Still, thank you. Whatever your reasons, you're teaching me."

Yuria knew that regardless of the reason, she was currently receiving help from Theodore. Her thinking was that since he was helping her for whatever reason, and she was the one receiving help, she should be grateful to him.

"You want to go to the Britannia Empire and prove your abilities, right?"

"Yes, that's right."

"I see. You're full of passion. But when you go to the Britannia Empire, you'll probably regret coming for many reasons."

Yuria was puzzled by Theodore's words, which carried a strange certainty.

*What could happen there?*

The Theodore she knew wouldn't say such things without reason. Despite his unpleasant manner, if you excluded his provocative tone, he always spoke with clear evidence and never made hasty assumptions.

"I can't tell you what it is. Right now, only my family and a select few in the imperial family know about all this."

In other words, it was a secret that couldn't be revealed because it was being kept from the imperial family and House Skyroad.

"I understand."

Nodding at this fact, Yuria decided not to ask what it was about. If it was a secret known only to a few in the imperial family, she couldn't know something that even her father, Duke Arsein, didn't know.

"So you called me out here to confirm my determination?"

"That's part of it. It's also my duty as your fiancé. More importantly, you know you can't bring servants or maids to attend to you when you go to the Britannia Empire, right?"

"...Of course I know that."

Yuria was going to the Britannia Empire as an exchange student. Naturally, she couldn't bring servants and maids who worked at House Arsein, and she had to live in the academy dormitory.

If she were a student from the Britannia Empire, she could simply purchase a villa nearby and commute from there, but as a foreign exchange student and a duke's daughter from another country, Yuria would have to be carefully protected by the Britannia Empire's academy.

If something happened to her, it could immediately escalate into an international issue, and it would create the image that they couldn't even protect a student properly. For the sake of national prestige, they had no choice but to have her stay in the dormitory within the academy for her safety.

And for the safety of their own citizens, the Arkan Empire had already established terms with the Britannia Empire on this matter a hundred years ago.

"After we transfer to the second year at Minst Academy, we'll be able to meet easily since we're engaged."

"And?"

"I've taken responsibility for your safety and protection, so don't worry. You can do as you please."

For a moment, Yuria thought Theodore might actually be showing consideration for her. But interpreting his words, it was closer to arrogant confidence: "With me around, you won't have any problems."

"I hate how you say such things so casually."

"Sometimes I think you're quite an interesting woman."

With those words, Theodore turned away.

"Practice the counter-force technique as I taught you. I'll come back later to check."

"Ah."

Yuria stared blankly at the spot where Theodore had been for a moment, then sighed.

"Haah~ He's really such a willful person."

While complaining slightly about his irritating, willful behavior that made her want to hit him every time she saw him, Yuria took her sword in hand, assumed her stance, and thought:

*After infusing energy into the sword... to apply the counter-force...*

As Yuria was reviewing the technique Theodore had taught her, she suddenly remembered that she was exempted from all second-year classes. Since she would be leaving for her studies abroad next week, she was exempted from all second-year classes for this year. What was the point of attending just one week of classes when she wouldn't be attending any more for the rest of the year?

*Ashley must have gone to class... I should practice alone until then.*

While Yuria was slightly concerned about having to endure Ashley's chatter after class, she thought she would miss even her friend's chattering once she went abroad. No, she would miss everything about Jeiha Academy for a year.

She also felt sad that she wouldn't see her young sister Lilia at the Arsein mansion for a year.

*Lilia will be sad too, won't she?*

However, Lilia would probably be more upset about not seeing Theodore than her. Her sister, completely deceived by Theodore's thorough facade, treated anything Yuria said as lies to protect her fiancé. Lilia would sometimes even say, "Sister, if you don't like Theodore, can't you break off the engagement and switch places with me?" while suffering from lovesickness thinking about him.

"It's really irritating. Charming people left and right..."

Saying that while irritably brushing back her long silver hair, Yuria decided to focus only on her sword to forget her distracting thoughts.

* * *

Theodore was walking around inside Jeiha Academy.

*Only one more week of seeing this scenery.*

He was the heir to House Skyroad, the most prestigious family in the Arkan Empire. And he had sworn to the Emperor to protect the Arkan Empire. But he was born in the Britannia Empire, not the Arkan Empire.

"The Britannia Empire. No matter how much I think about it, I have no good memories of that place."

Recalling that gathering place of foolish people who were blind despite having eyes, Theodore coldly sneered. Everything was petty and ridiculous.

But at the same time, he felt expectant that it might be interesting. He wondered what kind of reaction the Britannia Empire would show when they learned the whole truth, and he hoped they would behave in a way that defied his expectations. If they moved exactly as predicted, wouldn't that be too boring?

At Jeiha Academy, he had been the top student in all departments except the Department of Divinity, and had privately demonstrated skills that overwhelmed even fourth-year seniors countless times, becoming a legend at Jeiha Academy.

But at Minst Academy, they wouldn't immediately acknowledge this. And naturally, there would be numerous provocations, which was exactly what Theodore wanted.

*House Artin...*

Recalling that name he hated, loathed, and despised, Theodore remembered his conversation with Duke Skyroad.

*There's no need to worry, Father.*

That place full of foolish behavior where people who couldn't even distinguish between real and fake were using an idiot as propaganda. Even if they went crazy finding a substitute, nothing would change. Even if they bothered him, his path wouldn't change.

*I am Theodore Skyroad. And after one year of study abroad, the place I will return to is right here, Jeiha Academy.*
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At House Arsein's mansion.
The members of House Arsein had gathered for dinner.
The family of four consisted of Duke Arsein, Duchess Arsein, and their two daughters, Yuria and Lilia, the Young Ladies of House Arsein.

"Yuria."

"Yes, Father."

During the meal, Yuria politely responded to her father's call.

"Today will be the last time this year that all four of us dine together."

Duke Arsein spoke with a hint of regret. Tomorrow, Yuria would be leaving to study abroad at Minst Academy in the Britannia Empire.
Once she left, they wouldn't see her for nearly a year, until the end of her second year.

Since she would spend even the winter break there, they wouldn't see her until summer vacation.

"I'll contact you often."

At Yuria's words, Duke Arsein nodded lightly, but Duchess Arsein let out a small sigh.

"Yuria, to be honest, I still oppose this."

Duchess Arsein still didn't approve of Yuria going all the way to the Britannia Empire. She had opposed her daughter traveling so far, but couldn't overcome Yuria's stubbornness.
Moreover, she had reluctantly given permission because none other than Yuria's fiancé, the genius Theodore Skyroad, had personally promised to protect her.

"Even though I'm somewhat reassured that Duke's Son Theodore promised to take responsibility and protect you... I still worry about sending my daughter so far away."

Duchess Arsein looked at Yuria, unable to hide her concern.
Yuria understood her mother's feelings well, but this was something she couldn't compromise on.

From Duchess Arsein's perspective, she worried about her daughter being in danger, but Yuria didn't want a life of protection like a flower in a greenhouse.
She had a dream of becoming an outstanding swordswoman whose name would be known throughout the continent.

"Sister, if you're going with Duke's Son Theodore... will you be spending time with him there?"

Lilia, who had been quietly eating, spoke up for the first time.
At 15 years old, the same age as Judith from House Skyroad, she looked like a miniature version of Yuria.

With her long, dazzling silver hair, blue eyes, snow-white skin, and already developing curves, it was clear that as she grew, she would join her sister Yuria—who was already rumored to be The Most Beautiful Woman In The Arkan Empire—as one of the two great beauties among the sisters.

Yuria could see the disappointment in Lilia's eyes. She knew well why her sister felt that way.

"...Yes, I probably will."

"Dad, Mom, I really want to go with Sister too..."

Unlike Yuria, who as the eldest daughter addressed her parents formally as "Father" and "Mother," the second daughter Lilia called them "Dad" and "Mom," maintaining a more casual relationship.
Her parents also found their younger daughter's affectionate manner endearing, so a certain level of Lilia's cuteness was permitted.

"I already said no, didn't I?"

But when it came to requests that crossed the line, like this one, they never gave in.
As Duchess Arsein firmly drew the line, making it clear she wouldn't allow it, Lilia puffed her cheeks slightly.

"I really wanted to go..."

Yuria knew that the reason Lilia was so disappointed wasn't because she couldn't follow her sister. What she regretted was not being able to see Theodore.
Feeling somewhat bitter about this, Yuria finished her dinner and stood up first.

"Thank you for the meal."

"Yes, rest well since you're leaving tomorrow."

"I will."

Yuria bowed respectfully and left.

*I wonder what Theodore thinks about.*

The thought suddenly occurred to Yuria.
A man who was absurdly handsome and exceptionally talented, but equally insufferably arrogant.
Yet he was also someone whose promises could be trusted and who had excellent teaching abilities. She wondered what kind of thoughts such a man lived with.

*Does someone like him have dreams and goals too?*

Her own talent was superior compared to others, but it fell far short compared to his. She had felt this even more strongly during the past few days when they had crossed swords.
She had a dream of reaching great heights as a swordswoman, and she also dreamed of making a name for herself as a swordswoman throughout the continent, rather than being known as The Most Beautiful Woman In The Arkan Empire or the Young Lady of House Arsein.

*For someone like him, such heights would be easily attainable... what does he live for?*

Her own dreams would likely be merely an easily achievable realm for him.
But while Yuria might feel this was unfair, she didn't despair.

No matter what happened, she wouldn't give up on her dreams, and would continue forward with her aspirations as a swordswoman in her heart.
If she lacked talent, she would make up for it with even more effort and definitely overcome all barriers.

* * *

At House Skyroad, Theodore had prepared dinner himself again tonight.

"So delicious!"

Judith exclaimed with a smile full of happiness.
She was currently eating stuffed pork chops, a favorite of Duchess Skyroad. Although it had been served just four days ago, Judith looked like she could eat this menu every day without getting tired of it.

"Judy, eat slowly. You'll get indigestion."

Theodore said with a smile as he watched her. Though they weren't related by blood, his gaze toward his sister Judith was exceptionally warm.
The Skyroad Duke and Duchess watched this scene with contentment as they slowly savored their dinner.

"Okay, Brother."

Judith answered with a smile, but as the meal was coming to an end, her expression turned sad.

"I feel down thinking I won't see you for a year. I won't get to eat your cooking, won't see you greeting me in the morning, won't have you teaching me things... it feels like something will be missing."

At Judith's words, Theodore smiled and spoke gently.

"Judy, it's only temporary. I've already shared the recipes, so even if it's not the same as me making it directly, you'll have to make do with that for now."

"Yes, Brother. But thinking about not having you here in the mornings or evenings still makes me sad. So you have to contact us often. Okay?"

"Haha, yes, I promise, Judy."

"Yes! You must, Brother! If you break your promise, I'll be upset."

After watching them make their promise with satisfaction, Duke Skyroad finished his meal and said:

"Theo, I'll be in my office for a while. When you finish your meal, come find me."

"Yes, Father."

Theodore answered politely, and after Duke Skyroad left, he slowly continued with his portion of the meal.
After finishing, he stood up and headed straight for Duke Skyroad's office.

"Welcome, Duke's Son. The Duke is waiting for you."

The knights standing at the entrance to Duke Skyroad's office must have been informed in advance, as they immediately made way when Theodore arrived.

"Thank you all for your hard work."

After acknowledging their service with a word of appreciation, Theodore didn't bother to announce himself this time. The door was already open, so he simply entered.
Duke Skyroad greeted him as he came in.

"Theo, please sit down."

"Yes, Father."

Theodore sat down in a nearby seat with a respectful attitude, and Duke Skyroad looked at him and said:

"Theo, you'll be going alone with Young Lady Yuria this time... I must admit, this father of yours is still worried."

"I've told you many times that you don't need to worry. I'm simply going to study abroad as a member of House Skyroad. And even if they discover the truth, there's nothing they can do to me."

William was also at Minst Academy in the Britannia Empire.
However, no matter how much the Britannia Empire promoted him as The Chosen One through propaganda, he was ultimately a fake.

"Father, do you remember what you once told me?"

"What are you referring to?"

"When we first met, after hearing my circumstances, you said something."

A cold smile appeared on Theodore's face.

"You told me to prove to those who considered my very existence worthless that I am the one who shines most brilliantly from the highest place."

He had indeed said such words.
At that time, it was to comfort him and to help him strengthen his resolve.
But now, he only wished that his adopted son and heir wouldn't suffer any unnecessary emotional wounds.
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The day to study abroad at Minst Academy had finally arrived.
After saying goodbye to her family, Yuria came to Jeiha Academy where she had to comfort Ashley who was clinging to her and sobbing loudly.

"Waaah~ Yuria. Have a good trip. Don't forget to bring me a gift when you return."

"Hehe, I told you I will. Stop crying, Ashley."

Yuria gently smiled while comforting her friend who wouldn't stop crying while holding onto her. Though Ashley was quite talkative, Yuria genuinely liked her friend who was sincerely sad about their temporary separation.

"I'll write to you often, so don't cry too much."

"*Sniff*, you promise?"

"Yes! I'll always look forward to your letters too."

"Okay! Yuria, I'll definitely write to you often!"

As Yuria was saying goodbye to her friend, wailing sounds could be heard not far away.

"Waaah! Theodore, please don't go!"

"Oh no, what will we do when Theodore leaves! *Sob sob*!"

"Theodore, I'll miss you. Waaah!"

These were the sounds of female students who followed Theodore, crying at the fact they wouldn't see him for the entire school year. Yuria unconsciously frowned slightly with her beautiful face, finding those sounds extremely unpleasant.

"Yuria, is it a problem that your fiancé is too popular?"

Ashley asked with interest, despite still having tear stains on her face.
Seeing her friend's enthusiasm for such things, Yuria thought this was so typical of Ashley.
She probably expected to see Yuria jealous of her fiancé Theodore, who kept women at a distance yet still attracted them anyway.

"He's not even interested in them to begin with."

Yuria kept her response short, knowing that a longer explanation would only be twisted strangely.
And before Ashley could respond, Theodore was seen approaching her, which made Ashley quickly close her mouth.

"Lady Yuria."
"...Duke's Son Theodore."

After addressing each other once, their gazes met briefly. Then Theodore smiled brightly and extended his hand, saying:

"Britannia Empire, Minst Academy. If you ever feel in danger even after getting there, just tell me. I'll stake everything I have to protect you."

The top student of Jeiha Academy, called the greatest genius in the history of the Arkan Empire, was promising to protect his fiancée with a gentle smile on his extraordinarily handsome face.
Yuria could feel Ashley saying "Oh my, oh my!" while smiling through her tear-stained face, and numerous female students gasping and looking at Yuria with envious and jealous eyes.

"I'll be in your care for a while then."

Yuria, who had already given up on protesting, decided to just accept it.
While she still didn't like him, even if his intentions didn't please her, she was grateful for his teachings.

"Is there any need to say that? But if you're concerned, just don't get into dangerous situations. I'll protect you, but... I can't always be watching."

Theodore's words sounded incredibly sweet.
But Yuria noticed that his eyes were extremely cold, unlike his smiling lips.
And once again, she could interpret the meaning behind Theodore's words.

*His meaning is that I shouldn't do anything dangerous that would inconvenience him. He'll protect me because of his promise and sense of responsibility, but only to that extent.*

However, unlike Yuria's interpretation, the female students who took Theodore's words at face value sighed with longing.

"Ah, how nice."

"Lady Yuria really has everything."

"Good looks, figure, family background, abilities, and even Theodore as her fiancé..."

"She truly has a blessed life."

Envious gazes poured toward Yuria, but she was used to such looks.
In fact, these gazes were one of the reasons why she chose to study abroad in the Britannia Empire.

Despite rising to second place in the Swordsmanship Department, she wasn't getting recognition. She was determined to show how successful a swordswoman she could be through her own efforts while studying abroad, without the backing of House Arsein.
As Yuria strengthened her resolve, Theodore briefly looked at her.

* * *

Theodore and Yuria's transportation to Minst Academy was to be done instantly through a teleport magic circle.
Originally, since they were going to different countries, all types of spatial interference powers were blocked within academies to prevent crimes, and teleport magic was no exception.

However, it was possible to temporarily authorize the use of teleport magic by linking teleport magic circles prepared inside each academy at specific times, and that was how Theodore and Yuria were going to Minst Academy now.

"Yuriaaaa!!"

Yuria waved her hand to say goodbye to Ashley as she heard her final farewell.

"Theodore-niiim!"

"Waaah, we'll see you again next year!"

"Please remember us!"

However, the emotional feeling of temporary separation from her friend was disrupted by the sight of Theodore's female followers saying their tearful goodbyes.

"...You're quite popular, aren't you?"

Yuria probed slightly, but Theodore remained composed. He spoke as if he had no interest at all.

"It can't be helped. It's only natural that when a sun of a different caliber, especially of the opposite gender, is before them, their admiration evolves into worship."

"...Sigh."

Yuria, letting out a small sigh, couldn't understand the psychology of the women who followed Theodore. She couldn't believe they could be so enthusiastic when he didn't give them even a grain of affection.

Anyway, after these final goodbyes, the two entered the building with the teleport magic circle and stood on it according to the instructions.

"We'll be departing soon. There might be some dizziness, so please be careful."

The magician managing the teleport magic circle mentioned the precautions as if reciting a manual.

"Yes, understood."

"I am prepared."

After hearing Yuria and Theodore's responses, the magician nodded.

"Very well, then we'll begin."

As the magic circle activated, the circle where the two were standing began to emit light. With the feeling of being enveloped in dazzling light, Yuria and Theodore's figures disappeared from inside Jeiha Academy.
The place where they reappeared was unfamiliar.

It was inside some building where many people had gathered, and they could see a teleport magic circle on the floor.

"Welcome, we sincerely welcome you to Minst Academy. Duke's Son Skyroad, Lady Arsein."

An elderly man with a long white beard, resembling a wizard, welcomed them with a smile. Given the mention of Minst Academy, it seemed the teleport magic had worked properly, and the two had now arrived at Minst Academy.

"I am Theodore Skyroad."

"I am Yuria Arsein."

As Theodore and Yuria briefly introduced themselves, the old man nodded.

"Yes, I am Albert McDowell, the Headmaster of Minst Academy."

The fact that the Headmaster himself had come out was a sign of the attention given to the status of the exchange students from Jeiha Academy of the Arkan Empire at Britannia Empire's Minst Academy.

"Both of you have been registered as students of Minst Academy for this academic year... but since today is Thursday, formal classes will begin next Monday. Until then, I recommend you rest and adjust. And from now on, as you are students, please understand that I cannot use honorifics when addressing you."

Theodore nodded at Headmaster Albert's words.

"Since we came as students, you don't need to worry about that."

"Ah, yes. Well then, I'll treat you as students from now on."

Headmaster Albert, who responded thus, looked at Theodore with slight surprise. As if seeing something strange, his gaze made Yuria, not Theodore, ask first.

"Um, Headmaster Albert. Why are you looking at Duke's Son Theodore like that?"

"Ah! I apologize. I mean, I apologize. Actually, Theodore's voice and appearance... he resembles someone I know so much... I was just surprised."

Headmaster Albert, saying this, still couldn't hide his surprise while looking at Theodore.
That's when it happened.

"I heard the exchange students from Jeiha Academy have arrived?"

Someone entered the building with an arrogant tone.
And the moment she saw the face of the person who entered, Yuria was startled.

*He looks like... Duke's Son Theodore?*

The man who entered the building with a delinquent-like attitude was a man with black hair and blue eyes mixed with green, and his appearance was surprisingly similar to Theodore's handsome features.
But the atmosphere he gave off was completely different. While Theodore gave the impression of an arrogant genius overflowing with confidence, the man before them just seemed like a delinquent.

"Oh! Lady Arsein! I've heard rumors, but the real thing is beyond imagination!"

Yuria's expression hardened with displeasure, and Theodore's expression turned cold.
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"Th-this is... Duke's Son William..."

Headmaster Albert looked flustered, not knowing what to do. As the headmaster of Minst Academy, his authority was formidable—normally even the heads of noble families wouldn't dare treat him carelessly.
But the young man who had just appeared, William Artin, though a student at Minst Academy, was someone even the headmaster couldn't handle.

It wasn't because he possessed overwhelming power.
Nor was it because he was the heir to House Artin, the most influential noble family in the Britannia Empire.

The Chosen One.

This status gave him overwhelming authority that superseded even his position as heir to a ducal house.
Being the prophesied hero destined to save the world granted him an authority that even Headmaster Albert couldn't challenge, despite William being merely a student.

*He looks flustered.*

Yuria knew this situation was unexpected for Headmaster Albert. And her suspicion was confirmed by the headmaster's next words.

"H-how did you know to come here, Duke's Son William?"

"Oh, Headmaster. How many times did I tell you to let me know when the real foreign students arrive? And you tried to hide it? This pisses me off, damn it."

Speaking with vulgar language and a swaggering attitude, he showed this disrespectful behavior in front of none other than the academy headmaster. Then he turned his attention back to Yuria.
He looked her up and down, and Yuria felt a revolting sensation like insects crawling on her skin from his greedy gaze.

"Wow~ damn. They said she was the most beautiful woman in the Arkan Empire, and she's fucking amazing. Those big red ones, and that ass looks so firm too. Must be delicious."

Yuria was more dumbfounded than angry at this insult, something she had never experienced before.
Born as the eldest daughter of House Arsein, not even the Emperor of the Arkan Empire would dare throw such insults at her.
William's behavior, hurling these insults at her without hesitation, truly exceeded her imagination.

"I'm in a real hurry right now. Come quickly, hehe~ I'll give you the opportunity to bear The Chosen One's child."

William, blinded by his lust for Yuria, continued his vulgar speech and reached out toward her.
His actions showed no hesitation, as if he firmly believed she would accept his proposal.
However, his intention was not fulfilled.

Although Yuria was preparing to avoid him, Theodore stepped in front of her first, grabbing William's hand and stopping him.

"Damn it, what? Who the hell... huh?"

William, who had been irritated at being interfered with, stammered in surprise when he saw Theodore's face.
So focused on Yuria, he had paid no attention to others and only now saw Theodore's face.

"Wh-what is this?"

William blinked several times in disbelief, focusing his gaze. But no matter how many times he checked, Theodore's face was clearly visible before him.
Seeing Theodore's cold demeanor, William muttered blankly.

"A-a doppelganger?"

Seeing Theodore who looked remarkably similar to himself, William unconsciously muttered those words, and Theodore refuted him.

"Wrong. You're the one who looks like me."

With those words, Theodore tightened his grip.

"Aaaaargh?!"

William let out a painful scream.

"This is the price for daring to verbally abuse someone else's fiancée and attempting to molest her."

Theodore threw William aside while glaring at him like garbage.

"Oh my?!"

Headmaster Albert was shocked by this unexpected situation.
He knew William was a scoundrel, but he couldn't have imagined things would go this far.
To speak such vulgar words to a foreign duke's daughter!
And to do it right in front of her fiancé, no less.

"Aaaagh! Damn it! It fucking hurts! Y-you insolent bastard! Do you know who I am?"

William clutched his right hand with his left, crying out in pain yet still expressing anger at Theodore's actions.

*How terrible.*

Yuria truly couldn't understand how a person could sink to such depths.
He was like filth in human form.

She had heard stories about William Artin.
The "most likely candidate" for The Chosen One, but a second-year student at Minst Academy who had grown up to be a scoundrel committing all sorts of misdeeds.
But his current behavior went beyond being a mere scoundrel.
Even the lowest ruffian wouldn't behave this way, and Yuria couldn't comprehend how he could act this way toward a foreign duke's daughter and still maintain such an attitude.
Moreover, she wasn't alone—her fiancé Theodore was right beside her.

"You're asking if I know who you are?"

Theodore snorted and slowly walked forward one step at a time.
Though he was simply walking, his gait exuded the pressure and arrogance of a predator, highlighting the critical difference between him and William.

Though they looked similar, William was merely a swaggering scoundrel, while Theodore, though insufferably arrogant, possessed abilities to match that arrogance—the difference in class between them was so vast it seemed unfair to compare them.

"I, who shine more brilliantly than anyone else, have no need to know someone like you. Filth like you that litters the streets isn't worth my attention."

"Y-you bastard! Do you think you'll get away with this? I am The Chosen One! The Chosen One! Without me, this world will perish! And yet you show no gratitude!"

* * *

Though William was throwing a tantrum while emphasizing his status as The Chosen One, having felt Theodore's strength moments ago, he didn't dare to attack first.
It was evidence that he at least had enough intelligence to know that if he charged in, he'd be met with fists.

*I thought as much, but he's even more disgusting than I expected.*

It was laughable how the Britannia Empire relied on and believed in such a person as The Chosen One.

*Even after ten years, that guy hasn't changed.*

Though it wasn't very noticeable in childhood, Theodore had roughly anticipated that William would grow up to be such a scoundrel.

And while he hadn't planned to reveal his identity to House Artin and the Britannia Empire just yet, he concluded that there would be no problem in lightly revealing his identity in front of such a scoundrel.

*That filth's attitude is as predictable as seeing a shadow under the bright sun.*

Theodore snapped his fingers.
Suddenly, everything except him and William stopped.
Everyone present—the various mages, Headmaster Albert, and even Yuria—froze.

No, they hadn't completely stopped.
Time was still flowing, albeit very slowly.
It was just flowing at less than 1/1000th of its normal speed, making it appear as if everything had stopped.

"Wh-what's happening?"

William, terrified by the sudden phenomenon of the world seemingly stopping, didn't know what to do.

"It's been a very long time, William."

Theodore removed the mask he had worn for ten years and smiled coldly.

"While I've grown to become a special existence, practically the center of the world, you've hit rock bottom and shown what it means to be the ultimate filth. How interesting."

William stared blankly at Theodore's words.
He now realized who was responsible for this terrifying phenomenon.

"How did it feel to dance like a puppet in false glory? My hateful twin brother."

William's face gradually turned pale at Theodore's words.

"N-no way?"

William trembled as he identified who Theodore was from his words.

"Th-Theodore?"

His voice trembled as he called the name of his long-lost twin brother, and Theodore responded:

"You can see my power, right? The real Chosen One wasn't you, but me. The special human selected to save the world wasn't filth like you, but me."

"D-don't be ridiculous! Th-that's impossible! You were just... someone whose existence didn't even matter... someone who didn't need to exist! I-I am The Chosen One! I am The Chosen One!"

William screamed desperately, terrified that the only justification for all his actions might disappear.
However, Theodore coldly mocked his desperate struggle and said:

"It's amusing to see the struggles of a person who has fallen to the bottom. Fine, I won't reveal who I am for the time being, so tremble alone in your false fear. Even without my intervention, your lies will eventually be exposed."

Theodore finished speaking and returned the slowly flowing time to its original speed.

"Aaaaaahhh!!!"

William turned and frantically ran away.
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* * *

William was seen screaming and running away.

"Huh?"

Headmaster Albert stared in confusion at William's sudden change in behavior. Knowing how terrible a scoundrel William was and how morally bankrupt his character had become, he had expected a major confrontation when William started acting tyrannically while claiming to be the Chosen One. As he worried about dealing with the aftermath, he couldn't believe his eyes and ears when William suddenly turned around, screamed, and fled.

"Duke's Son Theodore? Why is he suddenly acting like that?"

Yuria also watched the scene with a bewildered expression. William's behavior and the humiliation she had suffered from him had made her furious enough to grind her teeth. When he tried to molest her and treated her like a cheap prostitute for a one-night stand, she had been ready to draw her sword. If Theodore hadn't stepped in, she really would have shed blood. But it was utterly ridiculous to see William trying to intimidate Theodore one moment, then suddenly turning around and fleeing while screaming.

"He simply realized his place—nothing more than filth that would stink and cause trouble even if left on the street. Such garbage naturally became terrified when trying to oppose me, who shines brilliantly even among the clouds."

Theodore spoke in his usual arrogant manner, but Yuria felt he was speaking indirectly to hide the truth. However, she decided not to press the issue.

"Is that so?"

She had something more important to say first.

"And thank you for earlier, Duke's Son Theodore."

She wanted to express her gratitude for protecting her from William.

"I merely kept my promise. I promised to protect you here. And I will continue to do so."

Theodore replied as if it were nothing.

*What kind of relationship do they have?*

Yuria could sense that there was some significant connection between Theodore and William. Normally, there should be no point of contact between Theodore, the heir to House Skyroad, and William, the heir to House Artin, as they belonged to different nations—the Arkan Empire and the Britannia Empire respectively.

"I must apologize for this. Duke's Son Skyroad, Young Lady Arsein. As the headmaster of Minst Academy, I apologize on behalf of our... student for his rudeness just now. Sigh."

Headmaster Albert, who had suddenly witnessed his nation being disgraced, sighed and offered an official apology to the two foreign noble children—not as students, but in his capacity as the headmaster of the Britannia Empire's Minst Academy. William, obsessed with his reputation as the Chosen One, had clearly crossed a major line with his misconduct, yet seemed completely unaware of his wrongdoing.

"Such disrespect toward Young Lady Arsein... I am truly ashamed. I sincerely apologize to Young Lady Arsein as the victim... and to Duke's Son Skyroad for the disrespect shown to your fiancée."

Headmaster Albert was offering his apology with diplomatic considerations in mind. If he had treated them merely as students, the aftermath could have been much worse, so he was apologizing to them as scions of noble families from foreign countries.

He assumed Theodore's anger stemmed from the disrespect and insult directed at his fiancée, Yuria. But Yuria thought differently about why Theodore's relaxed smile had disappeared and been replaced by a frightening coldness.
That anger was certainly not due to the disrespect shown toward her.

*Come to think of it, I heard that someone from House Artin was a twin.*

It was such a famous incident that even Yuria, who wasn't particularly interested in rumors, had heard about it. The existence of the Chosen One who would save the world from doom was something the entire world was paying attention to. The fact that there were two individuals who met the criteria, but one had gone missing due to House Artin's indifference, had dealt a major blow to House Artin's reputation.

*Could it be?*

William and Theodore's appearances were too similar to be unrelated. While there was a difference in hair color—black versus blonde—hair color could easily be changed with magic or dye. However, it was also strange that someone from House Artin would occupy the position of heir to House Skyroad as an adopted son. So she thought it might not be that possibility after all.

*If I want to know the answer, I could just ask directly.*

But she couldn't bring herself to ask. If it were true, it would likely be a painful memory for Theodore. Yuria didn't want to dig into someone else's painful memories just to satisfy her curiosity.

*I'll let it be.*

So Yuria decided to bury her curiosity. If Theodore chose to tell her the story himself, she would learn about it; if not, she wouldn't know. It was as simple as that.

"I have heard your apology, Headmaster. This seems to be a matter for Young Lady Yuria and House Arsein to decide."

"...I understand."

Headmaster Albert nodded with a gloomy expression at Theodore's words. As Theodore said, while the headmaster's apology had been heard, this was a matter for Yuria herself and her family, House Arsein, to decide.

*Mother is going to be furious, I'm worried.*

Yuria was concerned that her mother, the Duchess Arsein, who had opposed her studying abroad in the first place, would be enraged and turn everything upside down. But Yuria had no intention of giving up her studies abroad. Abandoning her studies over something like this felt like running away. Of course, being treated this way and insulted as a woman was infuriating and humiliating. But remembering her own vow to become a renowned swordswoman across the continent, Yuria focused on the more pressing issue.

"First, please show me to my room. I will inform my family about this matter separately."

* * *

*This can't be happening!*

William felt like he was having a terrible nightmare.

*My brother... Theodore is alive? And what is that power?*

The power to make the world's time flow extremely slowly. He couldn't believe such a terrifying power existed in this world. It was an overwhelmingly frightening level of power that couldn't even be compared to his own psychokinesis.

After awakening his psychokinetic powers at the age of two—a time he barely remembered—the world had marveled at his abilities. The world was amazed that he could naturally exert such power through will alone, without any other elements, and praised it as a special power befitting the Chosen One.

This power, which only consumed mental energy, had played a major role in instilling in William a sense of entitlement as the Chosen One who would save the world.

*Damn it! Damn it!*

But now, instead of the pride he always felt in his power, his heart was filled with misery, inferiority, anger, fear, and confusion.

The ability to slow the world's time to 1/1000 of its normal flow, allowing only himself and those he chose to move freely within it—this capability demonstrated by his long-lost twin brother was on an incomparably higher level than mere psychokinesis.

*Is he the Chosen One?*

After seeing that power, as much as he hated to admit it, the thought kept occurring to him. William was aware that some people compared him to his missing twin brother Theodore and speculated that the real Chosen One might be Theodore, not William.

However, with pride in his special psychokinetic power, he had never doubted that he was the Chosen One mentioned in the prophecy and had laughed at those who spread such "false rumors."

But now he could no longer laugh at them.

*No, something's wrong. He can't be the Chosen One!*

William knew that the fame and privileges he enjoyed were possible because he was the Chosen One. What if he was no longer the Chosen One?

He would no longer be able to enjoy the same privileges. He might not even be able to maintain his position as the heir to House Artin.

"No. No."

William shook his head like a madman.

It couldn't happen. Such a thing must not happen.

"I am the Chosen One... I am the Chosen One..."

Amid this confusion, William made a decision.

*He doesn't seem to intend to reveal this fact directly.*

Then he wouldn't reveal it either.

One Chosen One was enough—himself. No, he had to be the only Chosen One.

*Theodore, you'll regret showing up again. I'll make you disappear again in a miserable state.*

He had to somehow destroy Theodore to prevent the fact that he was the Chosen One from becoming known. Blinded by greed and fear, William began to harbor endless hostility and hatred toward his twin brother.

*Yuria Arsein, that woman is mine too. The position of the Chosen One is mine. You have nothing.*

The twisted affection of House Artin had turned a young man into a monster.
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The accommodations at Minst Academy were divided into a tier system.

Ruby Red had the most outdated facilities.
Topaz Yellow was for students with decent grades.
Sapphire Blue was for students with excellent grades or special talents.

And for foreign exchange students like Theodore and Yuria, separate accommodations had been prepared.

A place where several small mansions were gathered with some distance between them. This was where the most privileged foreign students would stay.
It was arranged to ensure that those coming from the Arkan Empire would build good memories while attending the academy in the Britannia Empire.

Each of these small details was connected to national prestige.
If students who came to study at Minst Academy were treated poorly, it could become an international issue and lead to national disgrace.

In fact, William alone was already enough of a national embarrassment, so the Minst Academy administration wanted to prevent any further problems.

"Is this the mansion where I'll be staying?"

Yuria looked at the small mansion assigned to her.
While she couldn't see the interior, from the outside it looked less like a dormitory and more like a small house to live in.
With its small garden, it gave the impression of a little vacation home.

"Yes, this is it."

Headmaster Albert had returned to addressing them with the formality of a headmaster to students.
He was personally showing the accommodations to these foreign students who would be staying at Minst Academy for the academic year.

"Headmaster Albert."

At that moment, two people suddenly appeared.
They weren't academy employees working inside, nor were they professors preparing for classes.

A mature beauty with bluish-blonde hair wearing an expensive dress, and a handsome black-haired man in costly noble attire who looked in his thirties despite being middle-aged—no one would mistake them for academy staff or professors.

'I didn't expect to face them so soon. This reunion is earlier than I thought.'

Theodore's gaze turned cold as he looked at the couple.
And the couple, too, showed great shock and astonishment when they saw Theodore, their eyes widening.

Yuria was also surprised by their appearance... specifically by the man's appearance.
He looked like what Theodore might become after some slight changes in appearance and aging.

* * *

Normally, the Duchess of Artin, Ceres, would have spent her day as usual, longing for Theodore and shedding tears.
But today, she simply couldn't let things be.

"Darling, I think William is about to cause a major incident."

Considering what William had said when he visited her recently, she feared a disaster might occur if they did nothing.

"What do you mean?"

Elliot frowned at the mention of William causing trouble.
William's repeated outrageous behavior and numerous tyrannical acts were painful for Elliot to witness as the head of the Artin ducal family.
Beyond the matter of being "the chosen one," William barely qualified as the heir to the Artin duchy, and Elliot felt immense regret not only as a father who had lost his other son Theodore, but also as the family head.
He was so tired of William's antics that the mere thought of what trouble he might cause next filled him with dread.

"I heard that among the students coming to study at Minst Academy is the Arkan Empire's greatest beauty, Lady Arsein."

"Yes. Don't tell me?!"

Just the mention of Lady Arsein—Yuria Arsein—was enough for Elliot to understand what his wife was implying.

"Good heavens, that's insane!"

Words that would normally never leave the mouth of the Duke of Artin due to propriety escaped his lips. That's how serious this matter was—something he could neither ignore nor clean up afterward.

'This isn't just an incident. It's a catastrophe! It could become an international issue!'

Moreover, he had heard that Lady Arsein was already engaged.

The Skyroad heir.
A genius who, despite being adopted by Duke Skyroad, had proven his abilities as a successor with his outstanding appearance and overwhelming talent, and was said to bring glory to the Arkan Empire.

To think William would try to mess with a woman who had such a fiancé!
No, beyond that, interfering with a duke's daughter from another country, especially an exchange student, would be an eternal disgrace and shame for the Britannia Empire.
Even the Artin ducal family couldn't possibly overlook such an incident.

"Why are you only telling me this now?!"

Elliot cried out urgently and, together with Ceres, hurriedly tried to find William to stop him.
But since William had left early, finding his whereabouts would take time, so the couple rushed to Minst Academy first.
Before heading to the teleportation magic circle at Minst Academy, they first went toward the mansions where the exchange students were staying, and happened to spot Headmaster Albert guiding two exchange students.

'Fortunately, it seems no major problem has occurred yet.'

Thinking this, Elliot felt relieved. He assumed they had arrived before William, not considering that William might have already come after accurately figuring out the schedule.
After all, the exact schedule was typically kept confidential even by the academy.

'She really is as they say!'

Seeing Lady Yuria Arsein, whose beauty was so renowned that it had captured William's interest, Ceres understood why such rumors existed.
Her healthy figure with perfect proportions, and her beautiful appearance that was both pure and slightly gentle, with harmonious features, was so perfect it seemed like the embodiment of beauty itself.
Her dazzling silver hair that reached her waist, combined with blue eyes, exuded a sacred beauty that might make one think she was a saint if she changed her attire.

Understanding why she was called the greatest beauty of the Arkan Empire, Ceres turned her gaze to her fiancé, the Skyroad heir.

"Ah."

Ceres opened her mouth and blankly exclaimed. It wasn't in admiration of Theodore's handsome appearance.
A shocking realization struck her mind.

'C-Could it be?'

At this moment, Ceres couldn't think of anything else.
No other thoughts came to mind.

William causing trouble?

That was a trivial matter compared to what she was facing now.

It had been ten years.
For ten years, she had been desperately longing for and searching for the person whose face she now saw.

Well, she wasn't certain if it was the face she was looking for.
Her firstborn son, Theodore Artin, had disappeared ten years ago, and she didn't even know what he looked like as a child.
She had seen him in passing, but had never had a conversation with him and hadn't even paid attention to him, so she didn't properly remember his face.

But if he resembled his twin brother William so closely, then that would be the face of Theodore Artin, whom she had been searching for.

"Th-Theodore."

So Ceres, with a trembling voice, called out the name of her lost son as she slowly approached Theodore.

"Theodore, Theodore! Is it you? My son, Theodore!"

Ceres shouted as she approached Theodore, like someone possessed.

"D-Duchess Artin!"

Headmaster Albert's expression became perplexed.
Understandably so.

Suddenly seeing the Duchess of Artin approach an exchange student from the Arkan Empire like a madwoman, claiming he was her son, would be shocking enough to cause all of his abundant hair to fall out from stress.
And it would be his responsibility to resolve this issue.

"Duchess Artin, I don't know who you're looking for, but I believe you've mistaken me for someone else."

Theodore restrained her with a gentle smile.

"I am Theodore Skyroad, heir to the Skyroad duchy. My parents are currently at the Skyroad mansion in the Arkan Empire with my younger sister."

At Theodore's words, Elliot quickly grabbed his wife Ceres's arm.

"My dear, calm yourself!"

"Darling! How can I be calm! It's Theodore! It's our child! Our child is right in front of us!"
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Ceres looked like someone who had lost her mind.
If not for her elegant dress befitting the Duchess of House Artin, one would never have been able to identify her as a duchess from her current appearance.

"Ah! Theodore! It's your mother! *sob* It's your mother!"

Ceres cried out like a madwoman, looking at Theodore while desperately claiming to be his mother.

"I'm sorry, my lady, but my parents are at the Skyroad mansion in the Arkan Empire. I think you've mistaken me for someone else. It would be best if you calmed down."

Theodore suggested with a gentle smile, but Elliot, who was also staring at him, muttered blankly.

"Are you really not our son?"

Elliot couldn't help but wonder if Theodore, who resembled him so closely, might actually be his long-lost son, Theodore. Unlike Ceres, however, he maintained his composure and couldn't immediately confirm that Theodore, who looked remarkably similar to himself and William, was his son.

"No, I am Theodore Skyroad. You're Duke Artin, correct?"

"...That's right. I am Duke Artin, Young Lord Skyroad."

Elliot spoke with the formality appropriate for addressing the son of a foreign duchy. However, his scrutinizing gaze revealed that he wasn't entirely convinced Theodore wasn't his son.

"Theodore! I'm your mother, don't you recognize your mother?"

Ceres, who couldn't approach Theodore because Elliot was holding her back, stretched out her hands desperately while pleading with him.
Headmaster Albert and Yuria, who had suddenly found themselves in this awkward situation, wore uncomfortable expressions. Yuria, in particular, kept watching Theodore's reactions.

To Elliot, she appeared to be a concerned fiancée worried about her betrothed in this uncomfortable situation.

"As it happens, I was looking for you, Duke Artin. I have something to discuss with you."

Elliot initially wondered why a foreign exchange student would have business with him, but then an ominous thought crossed his mind.

"What do you mean?"

"The Headmaster has already apologized, but as Yuria Arsein's fiancé, I wish to address the disrespect that William of House Artin showed toward my fiancée, Lady Yuria Arsein."

Just as he had suspected—it was William!
Duke Artin, who thought he had arrived ahead of William, realized he was too late. Ceres also momentarily froze.

"William... *sigh* What exactly has my son done now?"

Elliot asked while suppressing a throbbing headache.
The thought of what kind of trouble his always-troublesome son had caused in front of foreign students was terrifying.
As Elliot hoped it wasn't something serious, Theodore looked at Yuria and asked:

"How do you want to handle this? Should I explain, or would you prefer to?"

"I'll do it, Lord Theodore."

Yuria stepped forward.

"I offer my greetings to Duke Artin of the Britannia Empire. I am Yuria Arsein of House Arsein from the Arkan Empire."

Yuria greeted him respectfully.
Though she was dressed in casual swordsman attire rather than a formal dress, her graceful posture as she folded her hands and greeted him made her appear more elegant than any woman in a dress.

"...As you already know, I am Duke Artin."

"Yes. William, the son of House Artin, committed an utterly intolerable act of disrespect. I will speak frankly to you, Duke Artin."

Yuria's voice turned cold.
Though she had been containing herself, the humiliation she suffered today was truly infuriating because she never imagined she would experience such treatment.

"Upon seeing me, he immediately said he would kill me, and that my large chest and firm buttocks looked delicious. Then he forcibly grabbed me while spouting vulgarities about making me bear his child."

The faces of the Duke and Duchess Artin hardened.
What could they possibly say to this?

Their son had insulted the eldest daughter of House Arsein, a foreign duchy, in front of her fiancé?

"Had Lord Theodore here not intervened, I would have drawn my sword to defend myself."

Yuria warned in a cold voice.

"I will inform House Arsein of this incident and lodge a formal complaint."

"*Sigh*, I understand. I will offer a formal apology and appropriate compensation."

Duke Artin nodded with a heavy sigh.

"But William, that child—do you happen to know where he went? I need to find that boy..."

"I don't know. He pointed at Lord Theodore, then suddenly screamed and ran away."

"That is correct, Your Grace."

When Headmaster Albert confirmed Yuria's account, Duke Artin had no choice but to believe her words, though he found the situation absurd.

"Darling... William may cause trouble, but what about Theodore? Theodore is right here!"

As soon as the discussion about William's misconduct ended, Ceres began to act up again, desperately calling out for Theodore.

"Please calm yourself, my lady."

While Elliot struggled to calm Ceres, Theodore asked:

"By Theodore, do you mean the son you lost long ago?"

Elliot nodded with a pained expression at Theodore's question.

"Yes. It was about 10 years ago... actually, it's been 11 years now."

When Elliot finished speaking, Ceres burst into tears.
With her tear-streaked face, she looked at Theodore and pleaded:

"*Sob* Theodore! Why are you pretending not to know your mother? I'm your mother! The one who gave birth to you!"

"My lady, please calm down! Please calm yourself!"

As Elliot tried to comfort her, Theodore asked:

"It seems the Duchess keeps mistaking me for your son... Even though it was 11 years ago, do I really resemble your son Theodore that much?"

Elliot thought Theodore's question was perfectly reasonable.
However, neither the weeping Ceres nor Elliot could immediately answer.

"What's wrong?"

When Theodore questioned their sudden silence, Ceres began to sob again.

"Theodore... *sob* Mother is so sorry..."

"Why are you suddenly acting this way?"

Seeing Theodore's confused reaction, Elliot dismissed the suspicion that he might be his son.

*He's probably just someone who looks similar.*

If he were Theodore, he certainly wouldn't be asking so calmly what was happening.

"*Sigh*, this is embarrassing to admit... but my wife and I don't know what Theodore looks like."

"What? How is that possible? You said it was 11 years ago... so he was 10 years old? At 10, you must have spent considerable time together."

"...We never looked for him. We never even tried to see his face. We might have glimpsed him in passing, but we never paid attention."

"*Sob* Theodore..."

Ceres started crying again.

"But he was still the son of a ducal family, wasn't he? Don't you have any photographs? Or perhaps a portrait based on the recollections of servants who remembered his appearance?"

"...Shamefully, no. It's truly embarrassing to admit this... but back then, both my wife and I were obsessed with the fact that our son was The Chosen One. We didn't take any pictures of Theodore after he was two years old, never dined with him, and never bothered to find out how he was doing. I heard that from a young age, he survived by scavenging leftover food from the kitchen or cooking meals for himself."

At these words, Yuria's blue eyes widened in shock.
The fact that Theodore, the eldest son of House Artin, had run away due to discrimination was somewhat known even in the Arkan Empire.
But she couldn't comprehend how a family like House Artin could fail to provide proper meals to their own son and not even look at his face.

"I don't understand. He was your biological son, wasn't he? After the age of two, he couldn't possibly have done anything wrong."

"...You're right. What's even more shameful is that we don't even know exactly when our son disappeared. Because of our terrible sin... my wife is in this state... Please forgive our rudeness."

"I understand."

"...Thank you. Because you resemble my son William so closely, it seems my wife has confused you with Theodore. I apologize once again."

"Yes, Duke Artin. But is William truly The Chosen One? After seeing his behavior toward my fiancée today, it's hard to believe such a person could be destined to save the world."
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Theodore's words left the Duke and Duchess Artin feeling greatly perplexed.
This question was actually one that not only they, but everyone throughout the Britannia Empire—from the imperial family to people of all classes—had been wondering.

*Could such a scoundrel really be the Chosen One?*

*Psychokinesis is certainly a unique ability, but weren't they too hasty in their judgment?*

*Come to think of it, they never checked what abilities their other son, Theodore, might have possessed.*

If Theodore had remained in the Britannia Empire, he would have received belated attention.
But with Theodore gone, William had to be the Chosen One, whether he truly was or not.

The imperial family needed to maintain this narrative for national security and diplomatic advantage, and House Artin had no choice but to insist William was the Chosen One as long as Theodore didn't return.

If Theodore had been the Chosen One, House Artin would have to take responsibility for their treatment of him—barely feeding him and denying him even the minimum respect due to a family member.

They would face severe criticism for driving the Chosen One away from the Britannia Empire, and House Artin might not just lose influence but face complete ruin.

"Well... some people have such doubts, but I believe William will eventually come to his senses."

The Duke Artin had no choice but to answer this way.
In truth, he too strongly suspected that Theodore, not William, might have been the Chosen One, but he couldn't admit it.

Despite being moved to reveal his family's disgrace due to the emotional impact of seeing someone with his son William's exact appearance, this particular matter crossed a line he couldn't step over.

"Is that so? I sincerely hope that happens. The disrespect shown to my fiancée... it truly infuriated me."

Seeing Theodore's apparent anger over the disrespect shown to his fiancée, Eliot gave a bitter smile.
Witnessing Theodore's display of anger made him feel as though he had truly wronged Theodore, and his heart ached.

He realized that perhaps he had revealed his family's disgrace because he wished this man was indeed his son Theodore.

"No amount of apologies would be enough for that. We should be going now. We'll send an official apology to House Arsein soon, along with appropriate compensation."

"Darling! Where are you going? Theodore is... right here in front of us!"

"Come now, dear. You're being disrespectful to the young Duke Skyroad. Let's return home."

Eliot forcibly led Ceres away, knowing that staying longer might cause more problems.

* * *

The story about Theodore from House Artin was utterly shocking to Yuria.
She had heard that Theodore had received unfair treatment, which led to him running away.

But having little interest in rumors, she only vaguely knew that William, the supposed Chosen One, was a scoundrel. Only now did she realize how far beyond imagination his behavior truly was.
And now, she understood how shocking the events at House Artin must have been.

*Duke Skyroad.*

Yuria was instinctively observing him.

"I don't understand. Wasn't he your own son? After age two, what wrong could he possibly have done?"

Theodore spoke to Duke Artin, Eliot, with such composure, as if discussing someone else's story.
Eliot probably thought Theodore was treating it as someone else's story too.

But Yuria, who had a better understanding of Theodore than others, could see the coldness in his eyes.
Cold and calm... yet like a seemingly tranquil sea concealing massive waves building beneath the surface.

However, she alone noticed this.

"...Indeed. What's even more shameful is that we don't even know exactly when our son disappeared. Because of our terrible sin... my wife is like this... please understand her rudeness."

"I understand."

"...Thank you. Because you look so much like my son William, I believe my wife saw you as Theodore. I apologize once again."

"Yes, Duke Artin. But is William truly the Chosen One? After seeing how he behaved toward my fiancée today, I find it hard to believe such a person could be the one to save the world."

The Duke and Duchess Artin appeared perplexed.
Yuria too was curious about Theodore's question.

*Could such a person really be the Chosen One?*

This was a question she had been wondering about all along.

The striking resemblance to William, the story of Theodore Artin who disappeared long ago, and the timing of Theodore Skyroad's appearance... everything fit together remarkably well, except for one doubt:

Would House Skyroad really designate someone with no blood relation as their heir?

*Perhaps that unexpected thing might happen.*

Seeing Theodore's cold gaze, Yuria had such thoughts.

"Well... some people have such doubts, but I believe William will eventually come to his senses."

"Is that so? I sincerely hope that happens. The disrespect shown to my fiancée... it truly infuriated me."

Theodore's face showed genuine anger. But honestly, Yuria found his words absurd.

*There's no way Duke Skyroad would be angry because of me.*

Yet that expression of anger wasn't entirely false.
He was genuinely angry.

The answer was clear then.

Theodore was merely using the insult to her as a surface reason to hide his true cause for anger.

"No amount of apologies would be enough for that. We should be going now. We'll send an official apology to House Arsein soon, along with appropriate compensation."

Eliot apologized again and left with the protesting Duchess Artin, Ceres.
After they departed, Yuria noticed Theodore coldly glaring at their retreating figures, which bothered her.

*Could Theodore Skyroad really be Theodore Artin?*

The thought was almost certain, but she couldn't be 100% sure.
Nor could she ask directly.

As she had thought earlier, asking such a question merely to satisfy her curiosity would be extremely disrespectful to him.
So she decided to tell him what needed to be said now.

"Duke Skyroad."

"What is it?"

Theodore asked, concealing his anger.
Perhaps because Headmaster Albert was nearby, he instantly contained his fury and changed his tone to speak softly to her. His acting skills were so impressive she almost wanted to stick out her tongue in amazement, but Yuria didn't point this out.

"It's time we check our accommodations."

"Yes, you're right."

They should have done this earlier, but the appearance of the Duke and Duchess Artin had delayed them.

"I'm sure Duke Skyroad will quickly make enemies and cause trouble here?"

Yuria said with a smile that suggested she already understood him.
It might seem a bit impertinent, but compared to what Theodore had done, this was nothing.

"Those who envy the radiance of a sun-like being such as myself will pick fights and come at me first."

Hearing Theodore's characteristically obnoxious way of speaking again, Yuria actually found it more comfortable than his coldly angry demeanor from before.
That his normally irritating manner of speech could feel comforting—

*I must be going crazy.*

Though she had such self-deprecating thoughts, she didn't show them as she replied.

"And I, as your fiancée, might get caught up in it."

"That's true. But I promised to protect you, so don't worry about that. I keep my promises."

"Yes, I believe you. I know Duke Skyroad isn't someone who breaks promises."

Headmaster Albert, perhaps thinking this was a romantic exchange between young lovers, looked awkward but didn't draw attention to himself.

Yuria, mindful of his presence, was choosing her words carefully.

"But after what happened today, I feel I need to become stronger to protect myself. So... I'll continue to rely on you."

"Fine by me. Let's just check the accommodations, get settled quickly, and then I'll teach you."

Once Headmaster Albert left and they could talk alone, they would be able to speak without hiding anything.

* * *

*It's not time yet.*

Theodore hated and despised the Duke and Duchess Artin.
However, it wasn't yet time for them to realize his identity.

It seemed a shame to immediately shatter the current situation where William was suffering alone.

And he planned to savor the moment when they, like puppets dancing on a stage, would realize the truth and show their reactions.

There was no problem with savoring it slowly and proceeding with his script.

The fact that he was the true Chosen One remained unchanged.

However, one thing bothered him.

*Young Lady Yuria's gaze.*

Her gaze, which seemed to pity him, somehow bothered him.
And it wasn't simple pity—her eyes carried complex emotions, suggesting they might have much to discuss.

Ch.17 - {Nothing Changes}
Nothing Changes

After Headmaster Albert introduced the interior of the small mansion that would serve as their lodging, he left.

*This is where it all begins.*

It would be a lie to say Yuria wasn't feeling nervous at the start of her first day at Minst Academy. While her background as a member of House Arsein wouldn't completely disappear, she would have to prove herself in a place where that influence was significantly diminished, as she was in a foreign country.

But despite her determination when coming here, Yuria felt troubled inside.

*Duke's Son Theodore...*

It was because of Theodore Skyroad, someone she hadn't expected to think about before coming here.

*I never thought I'd be this concerned about Duke's Son Theodore...*

Theodore Skyroad was her fiancé. However, if someone asked if she knew him well, Yuria would answer that she only knew him slightly better than others did.

She knew that Theodore Skyroad was someone who always hid his true self. Though he wore a gentle smile, it wasn't genuine to anyone outside House Skyroad, and he was incredibly arrogant.

Of course, she acknowledged that he had the talent and ability to match, and that he worked hard. At least he was incomparably better than those who acted arrogantly based on their family background, as he was arrogant based on his own talents and abilities. This thought might have occurred to her because she had seen someone who, believing in his status as "The Chosen One," had committed outrageous acts and insults against her that defied common sense.

*It's the first time I've seen him make that kind of expression.*

For Yuria, who had only ever seen his relaxed and confident demeanor, Theodore's attempt to hide his anger was quite shocking, though she didn't show it given the circumstances. The way he quietly contained his anger without expressing it felt so different from his usual smug, confident, and arrogant self that it seemed almost unfamiliar.

*There's a high possibility that Duke's Son Theodore's past identity is Theodore Artin... but I can't ask him directly, nor can I lead him to tell me indirectly.*

What concerned Yuria most wasn't whether Theodore's identity was Theodore Artin or not. Rather, what kept bothering her was how Theodore would evaluate her in his mind.

If she didn't ask, he might think she was indifferent. If she did ask, he might think she was insensitive. Or he might evaluate her in a way she couldn't even imagine.

In this contradiction, she worried about how he would judge her.

*Ah, really! Why do I keep worrying about this?*

Yuria was frustrated because she honestly didn't understand why she cared so much about his evaluation. No, even before that, it was strange why she had become so concerned about Theodore in the first place.

*I thought he was someone who lived for his own self-satisfaction, so I wouldn't need to worry about him like this. Ah, really!*

As she was slightly irritated with herself, Yuria heard someone knocking on the door and composed herself.

"Young Lady Yuria, I'm coming in."

"Yes, please come in."

It was Theodore's voice. Having finished organizing his own quarters, he had come as promised to help with her sword training.

He opened the door and entered, looking around.

The two-story mansion was well-equipped with soap, shampoo, toothbrushes, a bathroom with hot water, a dining table, comfortable sofas, a kitchen, and a refrigerator.

"We should do this outside. And I'll need to control it so we don't disturb the surroundings."

"Let's just do it inside."

Theodore suggested going to the garden for training, but Yuria wanted to stay indoors. There was enough empty space on the floor, and if they were careful enough not to break the furniture, there wouldn't be a problem.

"Alright, if that's what you want."

His tone, as if he was graciously granting permission, was still annoying. However, Yuria found it oddly comfortable, perhaps because she had grown accustomed to his irritating manner.

"Yes, thank you."

The reason Yuria wanted to talk inside was that she felt more comfortable here than in the garden. Even in the garden, someone passing by might overhear them, making it difficult to speak freely.

"First, take your stance. Then attack me from where you stand."

"Yes, understood."

Following Theodore's instructions, Yuria took her sword and concentrated, taking a deep breath. Pushing all other thoughts aside and focusing solely on the sword, she felt momentarily at peace. As a swordswoman, she had a great passion for swordsmanship, and regardless of whether Theodore thought it special or not, she was genuinely grateful that he was teaching her.

"Haaaa!"

With that, Yuria thrust her sword at Theodore with all her might. Her sword moved in a precise, direct thrust toward him, but Theodore easily deflected it and suddenly had his sword at her throat.

"If this were a real battle, you would have died from that move just now."

Though frustrated by Theodore's words, Yuria nodded in acknowledgment.

"I suppose so. It's frustrating, but in a real battle, I certainly would have died."

After acknowledging this fact, Yuria carefully broached a subject.

"By the way, Duke's Son Theodore, don't you have something you want to say to me?"

"Something I want to say to you? Do you want to discuss sword training?"

"No."

Yuria shook her head. At her response, Theodore withdrew his sword and smirked.

"You're a cunning lady. You look innocent, but you're quite fox-like inside. Did you deliberately create this private situation under the pretext of sword training because you wanted to have a different conversation?"

"...That sounds strange when you put it that way. I do want sword training. Learning directly from someone stronger than me like you is a valuable experience. But it's also true that I wanted to talk to you."

"Well, I suppose it's natural to become curious after recently experiencing firsthand that your fiancé is too exceptional to be judged by your own standards."

"...You really are annoying."

Yuria shot back at him.

"But to be honest, I'm curious. I wonder what kind of person you truly are."

Theodore looked at her for a moment before asking:

"Really?"

"Haven't you noticed? Normally, you'd be wearing that confident smile... but you're not showing that arrogant smile you usually wear, though you're forcing yourself to smile a little."

At those words, Theodore seemed to flinch for the first time.

"Oh my."

He clicked his tongue softly and muttered:

"I made an unexpected mistake."

Then, looking at Yuria, he asked:

"So, are you asking if I know why that ruffian William and I look alike, or if I have any information about who this Theodore that the Duke and Duchess Artin are looking for?"

"No."

Yuria immediately shook her head.

"I am curious about that too, but that's not the important part."

Theodore gazed at her with an unreadable expression as she spoke with strong determination, then asked:

"Then what do you want to know?"

"Knowing isn't the important thing. While I am curious, I think if it's something you can answer, Duke's Son Theodore will tell me when you're ready, so I plan to wait."

"...So you weren't trying to ask questions?"

Theodore seemed to understand why she had initiated the conversation.

"That's right."

Yuria looked at him with firm determination in her eyes.
It was true that he was annoying and irritating, and their engagement was closer to an obligation. But it was also true that she was always indebted to him, and she was genuinely grateful to him.

"Thank you for protecting me from William today."

The first thing Yuria said was an expression of gratitude.

"I should have said this earlier, but I was too flustered."

She had been too intimidated by Theodore's unusual demeanor to express her gratitude properly earlier, but this had also been weighing on her mind.

At her sudden expression of gratitude, Theodore responded without hesitation this time:

"I only did what was natural."

"Yes, and I just did what was natural too. Let me say one more natural thing."

Yuria said with a slight smile:

"Thank you sincerely for taking the time to teach me swordsmanship. Duke's Son Theodore, while I still think you're annoying and want to land a hit on that handsome face of yours... I'm always grateful."

"Gratitude for a fiancé's devotion mixed with jealousy toward an accomplished fiancé. That's novel."

"Oh, really! You...!"

Yuria's smile instantly shattered. However, she quickly composed herself, even clearing her throat.

"Ahem. Could you please not interrupt the flow when I'm trying to speak?"

"Alright. I'll listen to what you have to say."

His tone, suggesting he was graciously agreeing to listen, made her feel slightly irritated, but Yuria suppressed that emotion and continued:

"What I want to say is... I wanted to tell you that whatever your true identity is, it doesn't matter. The fact that you're my annoying fiancé—who, as much as I hate to admit it, is annoyingly accomplished—won't change."

"Is that so? Can you really maintain that thought?"

Theodore asked with a provocatively cold smile.

"What if everything is as you suspect? What if I am The Chosen One and my identity is Theodore Artin? Surely you wouldn't cling to me for those benefits."

"That's right."

Yuria couldn't do such a thing in good conscience.

"But I absolutely refuse to feel strange obligation or responsibility out of sympathy after hearing about an unfortunate past."

At Theodore's words, Yuria smiled as if she had been waiting for this.

"Oh, really? That's a relief."

"What do you mean?"

"I don't pity you."

Yuria Arsein smiled brightly as she looked directly at Theodore Skyroad and said:

"Nothing changes. Pity you? How could I? You're better than me at swordsmanship, good at magic, and even the top student in every department except the Department Of Divinity. You're the heir to House Skyroad, a family that's doing better than our House Arsein, and if you're really The Chosen One, wow~ that's amazing. You'd have tremendous fame as the hero who will save the world. Pity you? According to you, someone like me?"

"Hey."

"Don't make assumptions, Duke's Son Theodore. I acknowledge that you're annoyingly accomplished, but my heart is more complex than your imagination."

Yuria slightly raised her head with a relaxed smile and said:

"It seems you've been imagining various things, but I'll definitively declare that nothing changes. Whatever your true identity is, such things don't matter. To me, you will always be just Theodore Skyroad."

"......"

As Theodore silently stared at her, Yuria emphasized once more:

"The fact that you're an annoyingly handsome person who irritates me, and an annoyingly accomplished person who shows off his abilities in a way that irritates me because I can't refute it—that won't change."

Having finished speaking, Yuria felt relieved.

"Whew~ That feels much better."

Ch.18 - {Nothing Changes} 2
"Nothing Changes"

Theodore's eyes were fixed on Yuria's refreshed expression.
After a few seconds of silence, Theodore was the first to break it with an assessment of Yuria.

"Young Lady Yuria, you're a more interesting woman than I thought."

Yuria snorted at Theodore's evaluation.

"You just realized that? No, that's still not enough. No matter how exceptional you are, I'm not a woman you can casually evaluate with your imagination. Despite how I appear, I harbor dreams of someday surpassing even you to become the continent's strongest swordsman."

"That's an impossible dream, isn't it? The continent's strongest swordsman? Wouldn't it be better to dream of becoming the second strongest swordsman on the continent?"

"Oh, really!"

Yuria felt her scabbard trembling but suppressed her irritation for the moment.

"Do you really have to say that at a time like this?"

"It's better than lying. You were honest and sincere, so I responded with the truth even if it's unpleasant to hear."

"Hah! When you put it that way, it's hard to argue."

Coming from anyone else, she might have dismissed it, but because it was Theodore speaking, Yuria had to acknowledge it.
In fact, she already knew.
She was aware that no matter how many years she worked, there was such an immense gap in talent that she couldn't match what Theodore could accomplish in just a few months.

"Yes, it's good that you acknowledge it. People who fall into vain delusions and become reckless tend to fail because they can't properly assess their capabilities."

"Are you saying that about William from House Artin?"

"He's included, but his case is particularly extreme. Compared to me, you're like a firefly before the sun, but you still have more talent than most others. So I'm advising you not to be consumed by it and to understand reality."

"...Duke's Son Theodore? The person most consumed by his own talent is saying this?"

"I'm not consumed by it. I'm just coldly stating facts. You just admitted it yourself, didn't you?"

"Hah! Fine. This is so like Duke's Son Theodore."

Yuria finally cracked a slight smile.

"Then teach me more swordsmanship. I'll see just how well this supposedly great person can teach."

In response to Yuria's provocative words, Theodore said:

"You speak interestingly, Young Lady Yuria. You're trying to evaluate me?"

"Why not? There's nothing wrong with that, is there? Duke's Son Theodore, you incorrectly evaluated me, and I corrected your mistaken assessment, so why shouldn't I be able to evaluate you?"

This time Theodore was silent for a moment.

"You really are more interesting than I thought. You're not wrong. Very well, you certainly have the right to do so."

Yuria unconsciously felt joy at the fact that Theodore had acknowledged her.
No, it went beyond simply feeling joy—the happiness welling up from her chest was enough to bring a smile to her beautiful face.

"Yes. You might regret it if you run out of things to teach me."

"I don't think you'll learn that well. Don't overestimate yourself."

"And you shouldn't underestimate me! I'll show you directly that I can easily surpass your imagination!"

"Really? Then would you show me now?"

"Yes! I'll show you clearly!"

Yuria boldly answered, gripping her sword again and taking her stance.
Recalling what had happened earlier, she tried to precisely time her attack against Theodore, but she couldn't believe that the openings he showed were genuine.

*I'll land at least one hit.*

She couldn't be confident of success.
But even if she failed, it was important to move with such a goal in mind.
She thought it better to set a goal and act on it rather than giving up and sitting down in resignation.

*Still, I need to be careful.*

But she needed to attack as cautiously as possible.
Although failure would only mean being subdued rather than death, she resolved to attack with her best effort as if it were real combat, slowly deploying the swordsmanship principles she had learned, adapted to her body.

"Haaaah!"

A thrust with all her might flew toward Theodore, and she saw his sword move quickly to strike hers down.

"Ugh?!"

Unlike the subtle swordsmanship he had shown earlier, Yuria's stance was broken by the difference in power when faced with this forceful sword technique. Even as he pointed his sword at her throat, Theodore extended his left hand to grab hers, preventing her from falling.

* * *

*She really is more interesting than I thought.*

While holding Yuria's hand, Theodore felt he had no choice but to reassess Yuria Arsein.

He had always acknowledged her beauty.
She had large breasts, firm hips, a slender waist, pretty legs, and was rightfully called the most beautiful woman in the Arkan Empire.
As the heir to House Skyroad, he had thought that if he were to marry, it would be to her.

But he never particularly wanted to marry her.
He thought that as long as she wasn't ugly, it didn't matter who his arranged marriage was with.

When House Skyroad designated her as his fiancée, he honestly accepted it indifferently.
After all, he never intended to open his heart to anyone outside his *family*.

But he had to acknowledge what deserved acknowledgment.

*She does pique my interest.*

He could no longer view her simply as a woman who was strangely perceptive only about him.
At the very least, he had become interested in Yuria Arsein, and teaching her swordsmanship, which he had initially agreed to out of duty, was turning out to be somewhat enjoyable.

"Didn't I tell you? I don't think you'll learn well."

"Ugh! Just wait and see! I'll definitely surprise you!"

Theodore silently watched her as she steeled her resolve.
Seeing her like this gave him a strange feeling.

*She looks no different than usual, yet somehow she seems different.*

It was probably because he had developed some interest in her.
She had boasted that she would show him she could easily surpass his imagination, but that would now be difficult.
This was because he had already adjusted his expectations upward regarding her achievements as a swordsman.

"Why are you looking at me like that?"

"I'm thinking about how to make you an excellent swordsman."

Yuria's blue eyes widened slightly in surprise.

"You're actually thinking about it? That's news to me."

"I always think before I speak. I've never spoken without thinking. What about you? Are you the type to speak impulsively without consideration?"

"...Just let go of my hand already. I really need to hit you once."

"With your current skill level, it would be impossible even if you died and were reborn dozens of times, so please use that as a goal to strive toward."

"Yes! I will definitely land a hit on you someday!"

Theodore noticed that Yuria was smiling as she said this.
It was curious to see her smiling as if this was the Theodore she knew.

*Smiling while angry—how peculiar.*

Theodore had promised Duke Arsein that he would protect Yuria. But that was merely fulfilling his duty to protect his fiancée, without any special feelings.
Even now, he didn't have deep thoughts about her.

But it seemed not bad to think differently about her.

*I should take more interest and teach her properly.*

He would continue to watch how strong she could become.
With that thought, Theodore slowly released her hand and suddenly noticed beads of sweat on Yuria's forehead as they stood facing each other on the floor.
Though her attempt had failed, it was natural that she would sweat after concentrating so hard to deliver a decisive blow against him.

But now he noticed something he hadn't paid attention to before.

*This scent.*

He detected a piercing fragrance and immediately realized where it was coming from.
Yuria Arsein had a pleasant body scent.
He had always known this.

But he had never consciously acknowledged it before.
It was such an obvious fact, like flowers having a fragrance, that he had never felt it worth noticing and had always dismissed it.
Yet somehow now, her scent was becoming conscious to him and bothering him.

*With a bit of interest, even my perspective changes like this.*

He who had never given others any attention in the first place, was experiencing such a change in perspective just from developing a slight interest—this was a first for him.

*After spending time together, and feeling interest from our recent conversation, I seem to have developed some affection. Well...*

For now, he needed to focus on teaching.

* * *

"Haa... haa..."

Yuria lay collapsed on the floor, completely exhausted.
Drenched in sweat, her long silver hair was disheveled and in disarray, but she lacked the strength to fix it.
No, before that, she didn't even have the strength to stand up, having depleted all her energy.

"Ah, I just wanted to land one hit..."

Since they were indoors, they fought using only physical ability and technique without using qi, and as a result, she had exhausted herself completely without landing a single hit.
Despite pouring all her strength into the fight for over an hour, drawing on her remaining energy to fight with all her might, she had ultimately failed, which was deeply disappointing.

*If I could just land one hit on that smug face, it would be so satisfying.*

And she wanted to see him look at her with a surprised expression.
She imagined him looking at her with shocked eyes after taking a hit to the face, always arrogantly evaluating her, but she soon stopped.
It only had meaning if it actually happened; just imagining it was nothing more than her own delusion.

"Since this is training, we'll stop here, but in a real battle, you should pay attention to managing your stamina. Human endurance is more fragile than you think."

At Theodore's words, Yuria glanced at him sideways and said:

"I know that much. Today I just wanted to land a hit on you, so I ended up like this because I drew on all my strength."

"Right, and now you're sprawled out on the floor. You said you'd surpass my imagination, and you certainly have."

"What do you mean?"

"I never imagined I'd see a Young Lady lying on the floor in front of me, drenched in sweat. Congratulations."

Yuria felt like she could die of annoyance as he even gave a light applause.
Indeed, even if he was her fiancé, the sight she was presenting was not one befitting a noblewoman... especially not a Young Lady from a ducal house.
The way her ample breasts moved up and down with each breath, visible even through her clothes, would have particularly embarrassed a modest Young Lady.

But Yuria, aspiring to be a swordsman, didn't whimper with embarrassment over something like this.
Her principle was that instead of wasting time whimpering, she would rather swing her sword one more time.
But she was irritated.

"Ugh, dear God. I will definitely land a hit on that man."

"Last time you said you'd kill me and go to heaven?"

"Oh, come on! You're really annoying!"

Yuria finally raised her upper body as soon as her strength recovered somewhat.
She slowly fixed her hair, and Theodore, who had been quietly watching her, said:

"Anger often becomes motivation for a goal, and at least you have clear motivation, both then and now."

At Theodore's words, Yuria smiled with a satisfied look.

"Heh, of course. Even though I came here, nothing changes. My dream has always been to become a renowned swordsman on the continent, and my wish is to definitely land a hit on you!"

"Sure, whatever works. Dreams should be big as long as they're not impossible, and wishes typically involve wanting something that can't be fulfilled."

"...I think it would be better if you had only said the first part."

"If you're frustrated, prove me wrong. I'll give you as much time as you need."

At those words, Yuria looked at him with slightly widened eyes.

"As much as I need?"

"Yes. Since I've agreed to teach you, I'll raise your skills until you can truly become a renowned swordsman on the continent."

And Theodore added one more thing.

"And there's one more thing. You've already shown me that you can surpass my imagination."

"What?"

"You're a much more interesting woman than I thought. Interesting enough to pique my interest."

Ch.19 - {I Will Teach You}
"Wow."

Yuria let out a soft exclamation of admiration as she looked at the food spread out on the table.
Chicken satay with peanut sauce, seafood khao pad, and several vegetable dishes were now laid out on her table.

She had planned to make do with preserved food for a few days and then either order meals or buy ingredients from the nearby market to make simple dishes. Yuria never imagined she would be having such an excellent meal today.

"I'll enjoy this."

Saying that, she picked up her spoon and first tried a small portion of the fried rice (khao pad) containing shrimp and various seafood.

"Delicious..."

A small exclamation of delight escaped her lips. In response, Theodore, sitting across from her at the table, smiled as if this was to be expected and said:

"Of course it is. I made it after all."

Yuria couldn't argue with Theodore's arrogant statement this time.
To be honest, she knew she could never have prepared food like this herself.

"Come to think of it, Theodore was famous for being a good cook, wasn't he?"

"I didn't particularly need to advertise it, but it became known naturally. It's like how a brilliant light inevitably shines through even between clouds."

More precisely, he became famous after correctly frying dishes that the academy's cook had botched and fixing incorrectly mixed seasonings.

"...I have to admit that's true."

As she ate, Yuria realized this was actually the first time she had eaten an entire meal prepared by Theodore.
Although they were engaged, they certainly didn't have what anyone would call a good relationship.

She had disliked how he treated her as if he were acting within a predetermined framework.

*Though I still don't like it... it seems to have improved a bit?*

The fact that Theodore had prepared dinner for her was surprising when she thought about it now. Normally, he would never have done anything beyond his prescribed duties as a fiancé.
Even if she had asked him to make dinner, he would have replied with something like, "Why should I go to such trouble?" wrapped in various flowery phrases.

"Theodore, have you had some change of heart?"

Yuria asked during the meal.

"Young Lady Yuria, when eating, one should focus only on the meal."

Theodore said with a gentle smile, as if giving advice. Sensing that he wouldn't answer her now, Yuria nodded slightly and replied.

"I understand."

She could ask after the meal was finished.
Thinking that she should respect the cook's effort, Yuria chewed each bite slowly, savoring the flavors.
Having worked her body vigorously, Yuria was quite hungry and found everything going down smoothly.

She had collapsed on the floor completely exhausted, experiencing the limits of her physical strength. If she hadn't been served a proper meal like this, she might have suffered from hunger.
And as the meal was coming to an end, Yuria realized that Theodore had been watching her the whole time.

"That was delicious, Theodore."

When Yuria finished her meal, she saw Theodore using his power to levitate the dishes.

"Oh, I can do the dishes..."

"No need. Clean."

Yuria was about to say she would do the dishes herself, but Theodore stopped her.
Then, with just one cleaning spell, he removed all residue from the plates and made them spotless.

"...Magic certainly seems useful for daily life."

"Why? Do you want to learn magic? Unfortunately, you have no talent for it."

"I already know that! And I'm purely committed to the path of a swordswoman. First, I'll become strong enough to land a hit on you, and then I'll become a swordswoman renowned throughout the continent. I have no intention whatsoever of being distracted by magic."

While Yuria would be lying if she said she didn't envy magical abilities, she had no desire to learn magic.
Theodore's comment was annoying, but she knew it was true.

In a family like House Arsein, children typically underwent talent testing at a young age.
From that test, Yuria knew that her magical aptitude was merely average.

Even that average rating was only because she had talent for handling ki; if she had actually pursued the path of a mage, she would likely have remained at the lowest level among magicians.

*But I've always preferred the sword anyway.*

Yuria still remembered.
The feeling when she first held a sword.

The dream and passion she had as a child, wanting to become an outstanding swordswoman like those in stories, had continued unbroken until now.

"That's the right path. Unless you're multi-talented like me, it's best to dig just one well."

Yuria gave him a slight glare but didn't argue.
Honestly, she acknowledged that part was true.

Though it was annoying to hear him say it so directly, she didn't mind much—perhaps because her stomach was full or the food was delicious.
Maybe her mood had mellowed due to satiation.

*I need to shower.*

Yuria was drenched in sweat from her intense activity earlier. Now that the sweat had dried, she felt uncomfortable.
The white t-shirt and black leather hot pants she wore as casual swordswoman attire had been specially made for her by House Arsein. They had automatic cleaning magic that kept them clean whether soaked with sweat, water, or even if juice was spilled on them.
They could even automatically repair themselves if cut by a blade, as long as the damage wasn't too severe.

"If you're done eating, I'll be going now."

"Oh, Theodore, wait a moment. You haven't answered my question from earlier."

Yuria stopped Theodore as he was about to leave. Looking at her, he said:

"Right, you asked if I had some change of heart?"

"Yes."

"As I said earlier, I've simply developed an interest in you as a woman. And since I became interested, I thought my fiancée should eat proper food rather than mediocre meals."

After saying this, Theodore grinned and asked:

"Or would you like me to elaborate? If you want, I could probably talk for at least a minute more."

If he did, he would certainly praise himself with all sorts of flowery language. But knowing it wouldn't be sincere, Yuria shook her head.

"No, that's not necessary."

She answered firmly and said to Theodore:

"That's enough. And dinner was delicious. Thank you, Theodore."

Yuria tried to smile with genuine sincerity. He might be annoying, but gratitude was gratitude.

"Good, then get some rest. I'll train you even harder tomorrow."

"Yes, by all means!"

Rather than fear, Yuria felt enthusiasm at the mention of difficult training.
Just thinking about how much stronger she could become as a swordswoman after that training made her heart race.

"Rest well then. You'll have a hard time tomorrow."

"Yes, you too, Theodore."

After Theodore left, Yuria, now alone in the mansion, thought of the shower on the second floor.

*I should wash up first.*

She needed to shower first.
She had brought a change of clothes including pajamas, but honestly, there would be no problem sleeping in her current outfit.
It would be comfortable enough to sleep in if she just loosened her belt.

Going up to the second floor, Yuria took off all her clothes and entered the bathroom.
She adjusted the water temperature and turned on the shower.

Shhhh—

As the warm water sprayed over her body, Yuria felt her body becoming languid.
She loved the moment of showering with warm water after training and sweating.

*Ah, this feels good.*

Her silver hair, grown down to her waist, was beautiful but actually inconvenient to maintain.
However, in the Arkan Empire, it was obligatory for noblewomen to grow their hair to their waist, and as the eldest daughter of House Arsein, who received particular attention, long hair was especially essential for her.
She also knew well that such long hair suited her beautiful appearance, and being a woman, she didn't dislike looking pretty.
Additionally, though she had never paid much attention to it, as she was called the most beautiful woman in the Arkan Empire, cutting her hair could lead to strange rumors and malicious gossip about House Arsein, so she had learned to fight while maintaining her long hair.

After washing with special shampoo and soap, Yuria sprayed water on the steam-covered mirror beside her to clear it and looked at her reflection.
The mirror reflected a silver-haired, blue-eyed beauty with snow-white skin, particularly showing her full yet firm breasts, slender waist, and when she turned, her shapely buttocks were clearly visible.

If not for her fiancé Theodore Skyroad, who seemed impossible to surpass, she would certainly have been besieged by countless men's courtship—something she had consistently felt even at Jeiha Academy before coming here.
Among the gazes directed at her, many had unconsciously drifted to her chest or buttocks, but since they were merely unconscious glances and most people quickly lowered their heads when they met her eyes, fearing her background as House Arsein, she hadn't been offended.

*I'm bothered by Theodore saying he's become interested in me.*

Yuria suddenly recalled what Theodore had said earlier.
His statement about becoming interested in her seemed to indicate he was moving beyond treating her merely out of obligation.
However, Yuria understood this wasn't suggesting they change from an obligatory engagement to a relationship of passionate affection.

But she could feel that he had developed at least somewhat favorable feelings toward her.
Then what about her own feelings?

*Theodore Skyroad. An annoyingly accomplished man in many areas, and as accomplished as he is annoying.*

Evaluating him in her mind while standing under the shower, Yuria considered her feelings toward him.
Their engagement was still maintained, and she neither craved his love nor harbored loving feelings for him.
However, she didn't hate or even dislike him.
Even imagining getting married as time passed, she didn't feel any aversion.

Originally, marriages between noble families rarely involved passionate love; most were strategic marriages with just an appropriate level of affection, so there was nothing special about their situation.
Theodore probably thought the same.

*Sigh, I don't know why I keep thinking about this.*

But Yuria was aware that her state of mind, pondering about Theodore even while showering, was somewhat strange.
Turning off the shower, she dried herself with a towel and used a magical device from House Arsein to dry her hair.

She decided to stop thinking about it and planned to meditate for about two hours to accumulate ki.
After meditation, she intended to get a good night's sleep for tomorrow's training.

* * *

"Really... I am the chosen one. No, there's no need for any chosen one other than me."

Ch.20 - {I Will Teach You} 2
William had been the Chosen One since he first became self-aware. Being the Chosen One was essentially synonymous with William Artin's very existence.

"I am the Chosen One. I am the Chosen One."

William recalled Theodore Skyroad, or rather, his twin brother Theodore Artin, whom he had seen today. After eleven years, he could hardly call it a reunion since he barely knew Theodore's face.

That was only natural. Even as a child, he had felt contempt for his twin brother who dared to outrank him in House Artin despite William being the Chosen One. Since everyone in the family treated him as if he didn't exist, William naturally hadn't even bothered to mock him. He had only seen Theodore in passing and hadn't even properly made eye contact with him, showing no interest whatsoever.

He did remember seeing him at ages six and nine, but even then, he had completely ignored him without the slightest interest, seeing only a pathetic figure who couldn't even dress properly.

*I should have killed him somehow back then!*

William felt no affection for his twin brother. No brotherly love whatsoever.

To William Artin, Theodore Artin was nothing but a thief trying to steal the position of the Chosen One. The fact that Theodore might have been the original Chosen One was irrelevant to him.

No, such a thing should never have existed in the first place. The Chosen One was the prophesied hero who would bring salvation from the end of the world, but William deliberately avoided thinking about that aspect.

*I don't need a world where I'm not the Chosen One.*

Even if such thoughts crossed his mind, he would dismiss them easily. Whatever apocalypse might come in the future, the revelation that he wasn't the Chosen One would be his personal apocalypse.

"If I just kill him, everything will go back to normal."

Upon returning to the mansion, William realized that the Duke and Duchess of Artin had met Theodore. He couldn't help but know after eavesdropping on Ceres sobbing about seeing Theodore and Eliot consoling her, saying he was the son of House Skyroad, not their child.

From their conversation, William understood that while they had met Theodore, they hadn't realized his true identity as Theodore Artin.

*Mother probably suspects he's Theodore based on intuition, but she can't be certain.*

This was his opportunity. Theodore was clearly being arrogant, relying on his overwhelming power as he had warned William. That's why he wasn't revealing his identity as Theodore Artin or the power he possessed, and wasn't trying to damage William's reputation as the Chosen One.

*Slowing time to 1/1000th... I have to acknowledge that terrifying power. But if I kill him before he can use it, that will solve everything.*

William smiled maliciously, thinking about killing his own brother without the slightest twinge of conscience.

"Hehe, come to think of it, Yuria Arsein. That woman was truly something."

Though William had engaged in promiscuous relationships with countless women in the Britannia Empire, he had never seen a beauty like Yuria. They said she was the most beautiful woman in the Arkan Empire, and her appearance exceeded his imagination. Her pure yet slightly haughty impression, combined with her cute and docile demeanor, exuded various charms. Her breasts were so large they couldn't be held in one hand, their size and firmness evident even through her t-shirt. Below her simple black leather hot pants, her snow-white thighs and slender legs boasted breathtaking curves.

"That woman would be amazing in bed, moaning and crying. Damn! He actually had a woman like that as his fiancée."

William had one more reason to kill Theodore Artin. He fueled his hatred for his twin brother with this thought.

*I am the Chosen One. I am the Chosen One! So, you're just an obstacle! Theodore, I'll make you pay for daring to interfere with the Chosen One!*

And he would soon have Yuria Arsein writhing beneath him, moaning lustfully. Such a woman was fitting for him, the Chosen One.

*Hehe, it was good to establish connections.*

William had established connections with all sorts of criminal organizations operating in the shadows. His reputation as the Chosen One gave him power even over underworld criminal organizations, and despite his debauchery, he was naturally talented compared to his peers without much effort.

Even with minimal effort, he had enough skill to rank second in the Swordsmanship Department at Minst Academy. He believed this was his innate talent as the Chosen One and lived arrogantly without putting in any effort.

Thanks to this, he had enough strength to protect himself when contacting underworld forces, and with his psychokinesis added to the mix, proving himself as the Chosen One was extremely easy.

As a result, numerous underworld criminal organizations were now connected to him and following his orders.

"I need to go out for a while."

Thinking it would be more effective to meet in person rather than communicate through devices, William headed out and coincidentally ran into his sister Rayna in the hallway.

"Ah."

Rayna seemed slightly flustered, apparently not expecting to encounter him in the corridor.

"Tsk."

Seeing Rayna's apparent aversion to him, William clicked his tongue and stopped, saying to her:

"Hey, Rayna. Don't you greet your brother when he passes by?"

"...Hello, brother."

Rayna greeted him respectfully.

"Tsk, fine, fine."

William clicked his tongue.

*I'm too merciful for my own good.*

If others had behaved like that, he would have taught them their place. But since she was his sister, he was being generous. Admiring his own mercy, William continued toward the exit.

"Young Master, the Duke has ordered that you are not to leave."

Knights blocked his way. Duke Artin had issued an order prohibiting William from going out to prevent any more incidents like today.

"How dare you disrespect me, the Chosen One!"

William erupted in anger. Normally he would have been angry in such situations, but not as intensely as now. The existence of his twin brother Theodore, who pointed out that he wasn't the real Chosen One, made him anxious. Though he knew it couldn't be true, the knights' actions seemed to him like they were disrespecting him because they knew he wasn't the real Chosen One.

"Urgh!"

"Aack!"

The knights blocking his way were slammed against the wall by William's psychokinesis. Seething with anger, William ran outside.

After leaving the Artin mansion, he headed straight for the branch of the assassination organization "Visitors Of The Dark Moonlit Night" located within the Artin domain. Having interacted with this organization before, William knew the location well and had visited several times.

"Welcome, Young Master."

Though disguised as an ordinary tavern, everyone there—both customers and workers—recognized William immediately and greeted him. They were all members of the "Visitors Of The Dark Moonlit Night" organization and subordinates William could command freely.

"Yes."

Even the most notorious organization in the Britannia Empire bowed before the heir of House Artin, enhanced by the reputation of being the Chosen One. Satisfied with this fact, William treated them like his personal army, issuing orders which they faithfully followed.

"Is the Branch Manager downstairs?"

"Yes, Young Master. I'll guide you."

An organization member respectfully guided William to a hidden passage leading underground. William followed familiarly behind him, and shortly after reaching their destination, entered through the door the member opened for him.

"Welcome, Young Master William."

The Branch Manager in charge of the Artin domain branch approached William, respectfully kneeling and bowing his head.

"Yes, you understand why I've come in person?"

"Yes. I will prepare our best forces."

"Good. You're perceptive. Everyone in my house lacks perception, tsk tsk."

Clicking his tongue as he recalled the Artin family knights and Rayna, William smiled maliciously and said:

"You know about Theodore Skyroad and a woman named Yuria Arsein who came from the Arkan Empire today, right?"

"Ah, yes. I know."

Anxiety crept into the Branch Manager's expression, but William didn't care about his circumstances.

"Eliminate Theodore Skyroad immediately. If you fail to eliminate him, the world will face its end."

"What?"

"And Yuria Arsein! Capture her alive and bring her to me. Hehe~ Make sure she's not damaged when you bring her."

William's eyes flashed with murderous intent and desire. This was naturally terrifying for the Branch Manager.

*Not just anyone, but students from the Arkan Empire... the heir of House Skyroad and the eldest daughter of House Arsein?!*

William continued:

"Yes. And Theodore Skyroad is undoubtedly a demon trying to destroy the world. He'll try to cause confusion by having a face that resembles mine, so don't be swayed and kill him quickly. He has terrifying demonic powers, so never let your guard down."

"I-I understand."

The Branch Manager had no choice but to comply. If he defied William, their organization wouldn't survive in the underworld. Having aggressively expanded under the pretext of following the "Chosen One" and suppressing opposition from many other organizations, they had no other option.

"Hehehe, yes. This is how it should be."

William genuinely looked forward to Theodore's imminent death at the hands of assassins. There would be nothing to make him anxious anymore.

*Theodore, I'll teach you the fitting end for opposing me, the real Chosen One. I don't need a brother, and your existence is even more unnecessary—I'll teach you that lesson.*

Seeing William's expression filled with murderous intent, desire, and madness, the Branch Manager thought it was a fatal mistake for his organization to become William's subordinate.

*If I had known he was this insane, we would never have joined hands with him! The boss made a mistake.*

But now he had no choice but to follow. The reputation of the Britannia Empire would surely hit rock bottom, and international problems would certainly arise, but that was the domain of politicians. The Branch Manager could only follow William's orders.

* * *

The assassins prioritized the assassination of their target, Theodore Skyroad. But they were quickly subdued, not realizing this was a fatal mistake.

"You acted immediately as expected, William."

Theodore, who had slowed time to 1/1000th of its normal speed, coldly mocked William as he watched the assassins moving slowly before him.

"And your method was too simple and clumsy."

It seemed time had come once again to teach his foolish former twin brother a lesson, following their encounter earlier that day.

Ch.21 - {You've Crossed A Line}
You crossed a line that shouldn't have been crossed.

"Damn it, House Skyroad and House Arsein!"

Assassins don't show emotions.
But despite being elite assassins of the infamous Visitors Of The Dark Moonlit Night among Britannia Empire's nobility, despair was evident in their eyes.

"I heard the Skyroad heir is a genius among geniuses, skilled in swordsmanship, magic, and spirit arts. The assassination will be difficult, but the aftermath worries me more."

No matter how much of a genius their target was, having ranked first in every department except Divinity at Jeiha Academy, he was still just a first-year student.
With this thought, the assassins secretly underestimated Theodore Skyroad's abilities.
They had confidence that no matter how talented a 21-year-old youngster might be, they, as elite assassins, could handle him.

"From now on, slow down and move more stealthily."

Their orders were to assassinate Theodore Skyroad and kidnap Young Lady Yuria Arsein.

They planned to commit all their forces to killing Theodore Skyroad first, then kidnap Yuria Arsein.

"Don't let your guard down."

Though they believed they could handle him, that didn't mean a clean victory without losses.
They considered the possibility that he might notice their approach, requiring them to fight with all means and methods at their disposal.

"After this assassination, we'll all have to flee anyway."

If the heir of House Skyroad from the Arkan Empire was murdered while studying abroad in the neighboring Britannia Empire, it would become an international incident, and the Britannia Empire would do everything to catch the assassins.
William might get away with a light punishment because he was The Chosen One, but they were merely an underground organization.
The Britannia Empire would surely punish them severely to save face from this national disgrace.

"Yuria Arsein—dealing with this woman would be easier."

They thought that if Yuria Arsein of House Arsein were defiled, she would have no choice but to marry William, the heir of House Artin and The Chosen One, if only to save face.
While being raped during her studies abroad would also become an international incident, it would be overshadowed by the assassination of the Skyroad heir and her becoming the wife of The Chosen One.

"We're approaching the target's location."

Normally, the academy's security would be tight.
But that problem was solved with William's help.

"We easily infiltrated the academy."

William, who wandered around the academy at all hours, used his status as The Chosen One to prevent even Headmaster Albert from stopping him.
This made it very easy for him to secretly bring assassins inside.

"And he told us to assassinate without giving any chance."

The assassination of Theodore Skyroad was now imminent.
There was no turning back.
With this thought, the leader of the assassins felt tension and gripped his sword tighter.

"The wind is refreshing."

Just then, whether by luck, their target Theodore Skyroad came outside.
Despite having heard about him beforehand, everyone who saw him couldn't help but be surprised.
Except for his blonde hair, he looked so similar to William Artin that one might wonder if they were twins.

"Wait, twins?"

Just as the leader of the assassins wondered why he hadn't thought of this before, he had to set aside the question.

"Young Lady Yuria is meditating... I shouldn't disturb her meditation."

As Theodore Skyroad suddenly muttered these words and took a step forward—

"Die!"

The assassins silently aimed their weapons at Theodore and prepared to rush at him.
Their instantaneous speed, which they had specifically trained, was difficult to counter even for renowned knights who knew it was coming.
With twelve such assassins attacking simultaneously, Theodore Skyroad should have died.

"Huh?"

But they couldn't understand what had happened.
The only certain thing was that the assassins' arms and legs were all grotesquely bent and broken.

"Aaaaargh!"

The assassins let out screams of agony from the excruciating pain.
With broken limbs, the leader of the assassins couldn't comprehend the situation.

"W-what happened?"

They had clearly surrounded and attacked him.
They should have been able to kill Theodore Skyroad.
But suddenly, all of them were on the ground with broken limbs, while Theodore Skyroad stood a few steps away from where he had been, coldly looking down at them.

"Visitors Of The Dark Moonlit Night, huh? You're nothing but trespassers with a name that doesn't suit you. What an ugly sight, fitting for those who follow William, who wears a vain mask that doesn't suit him."

Seeing Theodore standing with his arms crossed as if he knew everything, the leader of the assassins felt a chill.

"I-is this really a young man who's just becoming a second-year academy student?"

It was unbelievable.
No matter how talented, this was too much.
He couldn't believe they had been subdued so effortlessly.

"You must have many thoughts, but there's no need for useless thinking."

At Theodore's words, the leader of the assassins quickly tried to bite a poison pill to commit suicide. But the poison pill he had definitely placed there was gone.

"An assassin's actions are predictable. But did you think I would just watch? Your futile struggles are over."

"D-damn it. This is..."

"Oh, and you won't be captured by the Britannia Empire. You'll all be transported to the Arkan Empire."

"W-what?"

"Well then, farewell."

As soon as Theodore finished speaking, light enveloped their bodies, and when the assassins opened their eyes, they were in a prison.

"Oh, so these are the assassins the Skyroad Duke's Son mentioned."

"We should also contact Duke Arsein."

"Hehe, it's time for our Arkan Empire's royal torture specialists to get to work."

The leader of the assassins thought that they might be in an even worse situation than they had imagined.

"Impossible! The royal family? Why would the Arkan Empire's royal torture specialists...? No matter how important the Skyroad heir is... there shouldn't be such a connection to the royal family!"

The leader of the assassins couldn't understand the current situation, and neither could his followers.

"Could it be?"

But a hypothesis belatedly occurred to the leader of the assassins.

"Could it be that he was Theodore Artin?! And that he was the real Chosen One!"

* * *

"I've dealt with the assassins for now."

Soon, the Arkan Empire would officially protest to the Britannia Empire.
House Skyroad would express anger, and House Arsein would be turned upside down.

"The Duchess Arsein will be in an uproar."

Discovering the assassins' purpose was very easy. Just by slightly examining their minds with magic in time slowed to 1/1000th, he could quickly determine their objective.

"So they were after my life and Young Lady Yuria."

Their goal, under William's instructions, was to kill him and then immediately kidnap Yuria.
He had expected this.
But though expected, it was too crude.

"You acted just as I expected, William. But to think you'd expect to kill me with such a simple and clumsy method—your judgment is rotten."

As Theodore muttered this, he briefly looked toward the mansion where Yuria was.
Feeling the presence of her meditating after a clean wash, Theodore recalled his promise to Duke Arsein to protect her.

"It was just out of duty, but I think I'm starting to develop some feelings now."

He had only intended to protect her out of obligation due to their engagement.
But now that he had developed an interest in her, he felt he couldn't view her the same way as before.

To be frank, if she had been injured before, he would have been angry at his failure, not at the fact that she was hurt.
But now that he had developed even a little affection, he couldn't be that way anymore.
He had thought that the weight of affection was enough with family, but now there was one exception, making him feel like his plans were already getting complicated.

"This is why I disliked giving affection to anyone. She's quite impressive."

Now, if Yuria were hurt, he would be angry at the fact that she was hurt.
Even now, he felt a quiet anger rising within him at the fact that the assassins had tried to kidnap Yuria.
And his foolish twin brother, who harbored dirty desires for Yuria, needed to be taught a lesson.

"He's not far from here."

William was inside the academy, expecting news that the assassins had killed him and waiting for them to bring Yuria.
It was time to teach his brother, who was waiting at the entrance with anticipation, a lesson about reality.

* * *

"Hehehe."

William expected Theodore to die, pierced by numerous swords before he could use his abilities.
If that man died, he would no longer have to tremble with anxiety.
He would return to being the only Chosen One, and everything would be as it should be.

"Yuria Arsein, I'm really looking forward to tasting that woman. It's the first time I've felt time passing so slowly."

"I'm afraid time will pass even more slowly."

William's expression froze. He had heard a voice that he should never hear in this situation.
At the same time, he saw time around him beginning to flow extremely slowly.

The sounds of insects stopped, and everything seemed to flow so slowly that it felt like time had stopped, just as he had seen earlier.

The slowly passing time in the dark night was terrifying in itself.
Adding the feeling of helplessness that he couldn't do anything, William, facing a power he couldn't resist, began to back away in terror.

"T-Theodore appeared? N-no! He should be dead!"

As William denied reality, he felt someone grabbing his shoulder from behind.

"Aaaah!"

William screamed and tried to run away, but fell forward. As he kissed the ground hard, someone's foot stepped on his back.

"William Artin, my foolish twin brother with the same blood. Your method was too crude and clumsy. Well, it was fitting for your level, which is worse than filth on the streets."

"T-Theodore!"

With a foot pressing down on him, William called out to him in a trembling voice filled with terror.

"Yes, it's me. William, I'm sorry, but your move was too crude and clumsy. And to cross the line from the first day—I commend you."

"W-what are you talking about? G-get this off! D-do you think you'll be safe after this?"

William trembled in fear but still put on a brave front. He rationally knew very well that if it became known that the one stepping on his back was Theodore Artin, the true Chosen One and his twin brother, even his death would not have much significance.
What filled William's mind now, as he was being trampled by the only opponent against whom all his arrogance—based on the belief that if he died, there would be no one to prevent the end of the world—didn't work, was neither anger nor hatred.

Just fear.
Only overwhelming fear that he might really die was circling in his mind.

Ch.22 - {You've Crossed A Line} 2
{You crossed a line that shouldn't have been crossed}

"I don't want to die!"

William didn't want to die.
He desperately wanted to live.
Life was too sweet to die now.

For William, who had never experienced hardship or much pain, these were all just stories about other people.

People who suffered because of him.
People who endured all kinds of pain because of him.

He didn't care at all what harm they suffered. He wasn't even interested.
And that remained true even now.

*Why, why have I ended up like this?*

William considered himself special.
In fact, since he was old enough to be self-aware, he had been revered as "The Chosen One" and treated as special, so he had never once equated himself with others.

Others had to sacrifice for him.
They should consider it an honor to suffer for him.

"All the assassins you sent have been transported to the Arkan Empire. There, they're experiencing the rare opportunity to make their useless lives useful for the first time as they endure the full course of torture prepared by the imperial family."

Theodore spoke in such a calm tone that it felt even more terrifying to William who was listening.

"In time slowed to one-thousandth of normal, no one would know what I might do to you. What if I dragged you far away from here and killed you?"

William got goosebumps at Theodore's words.
If that happened?
No one would know he had been killed!
No one would know who the culprit was!

"Or I could throw your body in the river and you'd just be treated as missing. From a global perspective, it would just be dumping a piece of garbage into a river."

Feeling the terror of death at Theodore's words, William abandoned his pride and begged pathetically for his life.

"Theodore Skyroad, please spare me! I'm the heir to House Artin! Y-yes! If you spare me, I'll give you a massive reward!"

William's appearance now was utterly disgraceful.
Theodore remained silent, still pinning him down, perhaps contemplating how someone who looked like him and shared his blood could be so base.
William Artin, who had been revered as The Chosen One in the Britannia Empire, had grown up to be this much of a mess.

"Theodore, please spare me!"

Perhaps taking the silence as a possibility, William continued begging for his life, calling him Theodore rather than Theodore.
This implied that even in this situation, he was denying Theodore's existence and also denying the fact that he was The Chosen One.

"Originally, I would have just ended with a warning. Sending assassins was a stupid act, the work of an amateur of amateurs, but I expected it. The ugly struggle of filth jealous of the sun's brilliance was predictable."

Then Theodore bent down, grabbed William's hair, and forcefully pulled it.
William screamed in pain.

"Argh!"

"But, William. Regardless of whether I commend you for crossing the line from day one, you'll have to pay the price."

"W-what are you talking about?"

"Yuria Arsein."

When Theodore uttered the name of Young Lady Yuria Arsein, William felt a chill run down his spine along with terror. Come to think of it, his orders weren't just to kill Theodore.

"That woman was quite impressive, you know. This big brother was feeling a bit troubled at the time. I never expected someone to cross the line I'd drawn and shake me up like that. She was truly an impressive woman who exceeded my expectations."

And Theodore's hand began to tighten.

"Ugh, aaaagh!"

William screamed in pain, feeling like his hair was being pulled out by the roots, and in fear that his neck might break if pulled any harder, he begged for his life again.

"S-stop! I was wrong! Spare me! Spare me!"

Theodore released his grip on William's head. And as he removed his foot from William's back and stepped aside, William quickly got up.

"Ugh!"

William, who had nearly wet himself in fear of death, looked like he wanted to run away.

*I don't want to die. I don't want to die. I don't want to die.*

He was filled with the terror of not wanting to die.
At this moment, he had forgotten his intention to eliminate Theodore Artin... Theodore Skyroad, and couldn't even recall his lustful thoughts about Yuria Arsein.
His mind was filled only with the thought that he had to survive somehow.

"Pick up the weapon."

Theodore pulled out a sword and threw it in front of him.

"Huh?"

"Pick up the weapon, William. If you want to live, you'd better arm yourself."

At Theodore's warning, William hastily grabbed the weapon. Raising the sword, he assumed a somewhat proper stance. Despite his half-hearted training, he had been skilled enough to reach second place in the first year of the Swordsmanship Department at Minst Academy without much effort.
Because of this, some in society had evaluated him as having unfair talent, but William had only grown more arrogant, thinking it was natural talent for him as The Chosen One.

*Damn, I should have trained more.*

For the first time in his life, he regretted not having trained properly.

"Now struggle as hard as you can to survive."

"W-what? W-wait! Wait!"

As soon as Theodore finished speaking, William urgently told him to wait, but Theodore's form disappeared.

"W-where? Where did you disappear to... aaaagh!"

William screamed as blood suddenly spurted from his shoulder and he felt a searing pain.
Since no one had been able to wound the body of one revered as The Chosen One, William cried out in great pain.

"It's time to pay the price for crossing the line, William."

With Theodore's cold words, he reappeared in front of him.

"Ugh, Th-Theodore! Wait, what do you..."

As William pressed his hand against the wound and tried to ask what he wanted, he felt something strike his face.

"Gack!"

It wasn't a fist.
It was as if something invisible had taken form and struck his face.
It wasn't strong enough to crack his skull, but it hurt as much as being punched in the face, and his nose broke, causing a nosebleed.

"If you want to live, you'd better do your best. Fake Chosen One, William."

At the word "fake," William felt his blood run cold.

*I'm fake?*

A truth that he understood intellectually but could not possibly accept.
Panicking in fear of death, when he thought of himself as not being The Chosen One, he gritted his teeth and began to lash out.

"Aaaaargh! I am The Chosen One! I am The Chosen One! I'm the real Chosen One!"

And though William jumped up and frantically swung his sword in all directions, Theodore had long since disappeared, and William had no idea where or how he would attack.

*Damn it, what principle is this?*

He couldn't tell if it was swordsmanship, magic, or some other special ability.
Judging by how he had trapped him in time flowing at one-thousandth of normal speed, there was a good chance he had other terrifying powers as well.
Just like a real Chosen One...

*No! I am The Chosen One! I'm The Chosen One!*

Denying the thought that had crossed his mind, William swung his sword frantically.

"Aaaaargh! Aaaaargh!"

But his howls soon turned to screams.
The invisible attacks began to leave countless sword wounds on his legs, calves, sides, and wrists in addition to his shoulder.

"Aaaaargh!"

Dropping the sword from his hand and collapsing from the pain, William screamed.

"Aaaaargh! I can't die! Save me! Save me! Damn it!"

Fallen disgracefully on the ground with tears and snot flowing, he begged for his life.

"As filthy as expected, William."

And feeling Theodore reappear and look down at him with incredibly arrogant eyes, William denied reality even in his terror.

*This can't be! That bastard is looking down at me like that? I, I am The Chosen One! This is wrong! This is all wrong!*

Theodore (Theodore) looking down at him arrogantly.
And conversely, William himself collapsed miserably, crying with tears and snot while begging for his life.

Becoming aware of this situation, he couldn't accept this reality and his mind twisted, leaving him unable to do anything but cry in pain.
In the midst of terrible pain and fear, he was not in his right mind.
Unable to make rational judgments and fallen into panic, Theodore's cold voice pierced him.

"That level suits you perfectly. Foolish William. This is the price for crossing a line you shouldn't have crossed. I could cut off your limbs and kill you right now without any problem, right?"

"N-no! Spare me! I-I'll never do this again, so please spare me!"

Toward William who was pathetically begging for his life, Theodore coldly mocked him.

"Really? Then I might spare you."

* * *

"R-really? N-no! Please spare me! Please! Then I won't forget your kindness. Sob!"

William was begging for his life pathetically.
Looking at his twin who had the same face as him, Theodore could see how broken a human he was.

*A fake Chosen One. But born as the twin of me, The Chosen One, his talent is certainly there.*

Theodore could tell that while William's talent didn't match his own, it was so outstanding that it would be hard to find a comparison if he were excluded.
It was evident from how he had maintained second place in the Swordsmanship Department during his first year at Minst Academy despite making no effort and learning swordsmanship lazily and half-heartedly.

In fact, he had the talent to soar much higher than just second place.

"William Artin. You definitely had potential. Not enough to shine brilliantly like me, The Chosen One, like the sun above the clouds, but enough to be evaluated as standing right on top of the clouds. But you were so blinded by ugly stubbornness and greed that you neglected everything, and eventually fell to become a filthy lump crawling on the ground. And by crossing a line that shouldn't be crossed, you've ended up like this."

Theodore knew his words would only instill a sense of defiance in William.
But he didn't expect William to repent anyway.

Even if he did repent, he had not the slightest intention of forgiving him.
House Artin, the Britannia Empire, and William were all just objects of his hatred.

"I won't kill you. I'll heal your wounds and send you back, so live in fear from now on."
"Y-you'll spare me?"

Theodore had no intention of killing William easily.
If he killed him too comfortably here, it would be too unfair to his ten-year-old self.

"But you must pay the price for targeting what you shouldn't have."

However, Theodore decided to engrave one thing on William for the rest of his life.

"Aaaaaaaargh!"

William suddenly let out a terrible scream from the pain he felt in a very unfortunate place.
It was a pain that suddenly appeared, incomparable to what he had felt earlier.

"Crawl on the ground for the rest of your life. And I don't care what tricks you try. No trick will work anyway."

Theodore used healing magic on William with a warning.
William, whose body had recovered, quickly got up and then fled without looking back, gripped by terror.
Overwhelmed by the fear of death, he was running away without looking back, driven only by the thought that he had to escape, not even realizing that he could no longer produce an heir for House Artin.

*How ugly.*

He was truly ugly and pathetic.
The fake who had been revered as The Chosen One while treating him that way was just such trash.

But that didn't make him feel empty.
Rather, he would slowly savor watching William struggle in despair and fear as he collapsed.
He would make the Artin Duke and Duchess witness this and see the very proud(?) appearance of William whom they were so proud of.

*I'll watch how proud they are of William, Duke Artin, Duchess Artin.*

He didn't think of them as parents at all.
His father was Duke Skyroad, and his mother was Duchess Skyroad.

Ch.23 - {Emotional Dilemma}
## Emotional Concerns

Yuria woke up in the morning as she opened her eyes.

"Yaaawn~"

As she stretched and got up, she realized the bed she was lying on felt quite unfamiliar. It wasn't like the bed in her dormitory at Jeiha Academy, nor did it feel like her bed in her room at House Arsein. No, not just the bed—the entire room felt unfamiliar.

*I'll need to get used to this bed.*

Since she would be staying at Minst Academy for a year, she would have to get accustomed to this bed. With that thought, Yuria got up and stood in front of the mirror.

She had gone to sleep in a simple white negligee dress, and before washing up, she habitually tidied her hair. Her beautiful silver hair, as soft as if it were made from the finest melted silver, was quickly arranged. Before changing into the clothes she had taken off yesterday, Yuria prepared for a quick shower.

*I could have just slept in my clothes.*

Yuria's gaze fell on the white t-shirt and black leather hot pants she had taken off yesterday. That outfit, which she favored as a swordswoman, was custom-made for her by House Arsein with automatic repair and self-cleaning functions, so she could have slept in it instead of changing into nightwear.
But for some reason, she had changed into sleepwear on a sudden whim, and now she felt conflicted about it.

*Theodore keeps occupying my thoughts.*

She still couldn't clearly understand her feelings toward him.
Recalling how she had thought about him even while showering yesterday, Yuria undressed and entered the bathroom. She turned on the shower to the temperature she had set yesterday.
Since she wasn't covered in sweat like yesterday, Yuria washed quickly and put on the white t-shirt and black leather hot pants she had taken off the night before.
She didn't forget to secure her belt and sword in its scabbard.

Looking at the clock on the wall, it was just past 6 AM. Though it wasn't time for intense exercise, she planned to do some light stretching, so she went downstairs.
Once downstairs, she did some light exercises to warm up her body. After breakfast, since she had no particular schedule, she planned to focus on training.

*Since Duke's Son Theodore said he would teach me well, I should learn diligently.*

He had mentioned she would work hard today, so she was curious about what kind of training he would provide. No matter how difficult the training might be, learning from a swordsman with superior skills was an extremely enjoyable experience for any swordswoman.
Yuria decided to think of it that way.

*I'm hungry.*

She felt slightly hungry. Although she had enjoyed dinner yesterday, she got hungry easily due to her intense training regimen, and now she felt quite famished.

Knock- Knock-

Someone was slowly knocking on the door.

"Young Lady Yuria."

"Duke's Son Theodore?"

Yuria was slightly surprised that he had come so early in the morning. She quickly approached the door and opened it to see Theodore.
He was wearing a white dress shirt and simple black pants. Even in the morning, Yuria couldn't help but notice how annoyingly handsome he was.
His tall stature, well-trained body, and sculptured, elegant features explained why so many women lost their minds over him, but to Yuria, he was just annoyingly good-looking.
However, something else caught her attention.

"What brings you here?"

"I came to prepare breakfast for my fiancée. I figured you'd just make do with some preserved food."

Since they were studying abroad at Minst Academy, they could certainly use the academy's dining hall for meals.
But Yuria knew that if she went there, her appearance would quickly make her the center of attention and cause trouble.
If Theodore Skyroad hadn't demonstrated his overwhelming abilities as her fiancé, countless male students at Jeiha Academy would have lined up to confess to her.

Disliking that prospect, Yuria wanted to focus quietly on training for now, so as Theodore guessed, she had planned to make do with preserved food.
Rather than causing a stir with her beauty at Minst Academy right away, she wanted to establish her swordsmanship skills first and then prove herself.

"If you want to use the dining hall here at Minst Academy, I won't stop you, but if not, just tell me. I'll prepare your meals from now on."

Though his tone was nonchalant, he was showing unexpected consideration, and Yuria looked at him as if seeing something strange.
After telling her he had developed an interest in her, he was now volunteering to do something he would have found bothersome before. She found this very curious.

"Duke's Son Theodore, have you had some kind of change of heart? Did something significant happen?"

"Nothing much. Just that some assassins sent by William came at night to kill me and kidnap you, so I subdued them all and sent them back to the Arkan Empire. I also gave William an appropriate punishment and sent him back, but now our homeland will officially condemn the atrocities of the Britannia Empire."

"That's a huge deal!"

Yuria was shocked by what Theodore was calmly describing.
It wasn't just anything—assassins had infiltrated Minst Academy to kill and kidnap exchange students.

This wasn't an ordinary matter but an international incident. If this became known, House Skyroad would certainly be furious, but the Arkan Empire would express their anger at the imperial level and make serious complaints.
House Arsein would be particularly outraged.
And she could imagine how her mother would react upon hearing that her eldest daughter had nearly been kidnapped.

*Mother will angrily demand I return immediately.*

It would be truly unfair to leave Minst Academy without having the chance to prove the skills she had worked so hard to develop.
Perhaps reading her anxiety, Theodore placed his hand on her shoulder.

"There's no need to worry. That's a matter for Duke Arsein to resolve."

"Father?"

"Yes. Young Lady Yuria, you know I promised to protect you, right? I'll continue to protect you just like I did last night, so you don't need to worry about that."

"...Yes. And Duke's Son Theodore, thank you."

Yuria expressed her gratitude to him.

"What are you thanking me for?"

"For stopping the assassins who tried to kidnap me. And I'm grateful again for your promise to continue protecting me."

Although Yuria knew he was protecting her because of their obligatory engagement relationship, she sincerely thanked him for the fact that he had protected her.
She was also expressing gratitude for his promise to continue protecting her as he had done.

"That's enough. Now, let me make you breakfast. Do you like bread and sausages?"

"Yes. I'm not particularly picky about most foods. Pickles are fine, but I'm a bit allergic to cucumbers."

Yuria truly didn't discriminate against most foods except cucumbers.
Born as the Young Lady of House Arsein, she had been treasured like gold, but from a young age, she had an exceptional passion for swordsmanship. Rather than being particular about delicious food, she focused on training to improve her skills even slightly.

As a result, if it weren't for her friend Ashley accompanying her, she wouldn't have known how to visit cafés after enrolling at Jeiha Academy, and she wouldn't have known most types of cakes.
Hearing Yuria's answer, Theodore nodded.

"Alright, I understand. Wait a moment. Go ahead and sit down."
"Yes, I will."

Theodore took out several items from his spatial storage and began preparing breakfast in the kitchen.

*I feel like I'm just receiving too much from Duke's Son Theodore.*

He protects her, trains her, and even cooks for her.
Receiving all this, Yuria began to feel slightly burdened and simultaneously wondered what she could do for him in return.

*There's nothing.*

But no matter how much she thought about it, there was nothing she could do for him.

Cooking skills? She'd be lucky if she could properly grill meat.
Swordsmanship? She was learning from him in the first place.
Household abilities? She could barely clean her own room, and even yesterday when she tried to help with the dishes, she had watched him finish them easily with magic.

Realizing there was nothing she could offer him, Yuria almost felt self-loathing.

*Ah, that person... the more I think about it, he's annoyingly perfect.*

Apart from gratitude, this thought kept occurring to her.
And perhaps because of her experiences here, she found herself increasingly bothered by her growing awareness of him.

"It's ready."

She saw him bringing two plates.
Using telekinesis powered by magic, the two plates floated in the air before one was placed in front of Yuria. Theodore placed the other one across from her and sat down at the table.

"Is orange juice okay to drink?"

"Yes."

A glass was placed in front of Yuria and filled with orange juice.
On the plate for breakfast, there were well-baked muffins with butter, sausages, fried eggs, hash browns, and thinly sliced tomatoes—quite a rich breakfast menu.

"This looks well-prepared."

"Eat plenty. Today's training will be quite tough."

"Yes. By the way, Duke's Son Theodore... is there anything I can help you with?"

At Yuria's question, Theodore smiled slightly and said:

"Not really."

His blunt response that there was nothing she could do made Yuria feel a surge of irritation.
Not just his words, but his attitude seemed to say, "How could someone like you possibly help?" which made her angry.

"...You're always like this! Ugh!"

Feeling more irritated than usual, Yuria slowly began her breakfast.
The breakfast Theodore had prepared was delicious enough to make her forget her annoyance.

"For the cook, it's enough if you enjoy the food. No need to attach strange thoughts to it. Young Lady Yuria, just enjoy your meal and train hard."

At Theodore's words, Yuria, who was cutting her sausage into small pieces, blinked slightly.

*Why is his way of speaking so different?*

His annoying face was still the same, and his irritating way of speaking seemed similar... or did it?

*Why does he suddenly sound so considerate?*

It was a question Yuria couldn't help but ask herself.
Could it be that his claimed interest in her was actually...?

"Duke's Son Theodore, have you suddenly become kinder?"

"Really? I don't think so. Do you need some comfort for something?"

At Theodore's response, Yuria shook her head, thinking it must have been her imagination.

*Yes, it must have been my imagination.*

She must have misinterpreted his actions—protecting her from assassins and fulfilling his duties—as something more.
Normally, even with these two incidents, she wouldn't have made such a mistake, but because of what happened yesterday, she must have paid excessive attention to him and misunderstood in a strange way.

Thinking about it that way, she felt embarrassed for what she had just said.

*I hope he's not laughing at me inside.*

With such thoughts, Yuria pushed away the embarrassment as much as possible.

"No. It seems it was just my imagination."

After answering that way, Yuria began cutting her sausage somewhat nervously with her fork and knife. Theodore, who had been watching her while slowly eating his meal, suddenly spoke:

"Still, if you ever need comfort, let me know. As I said yesterday, you're a more decent woman than I thought, so I've become interested. As your fiancé, I'll help if you need anything."

"...Are you making fun of me?"
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# Emotional Dilemma

As soon as Yuria convinced herself that his suddenly gentle attitude was just her imagination, he asked her something in such an undeniably kind manner that she thought he was mocking her.
Yet at the same time, she felt complicated emotions.

Joy? Anger? No, not quite.
This mixture of countless emotions was something she couldn't put into words.

But one thing was certain.

*How annoying.*

It was irritating how he seemed to play with people's feelings.
Yet the complex part was that she didn't entirely dislike it.

With these feelings, Yuria finished her meal and asked Theodore.

"Duke's Son Theodore, how were the assassins yesterday?"

Theodore answered as if he'd been waiting for her question.

"Twelve of them. They were fairly elite in skill, but that means little before someone like me who must survive in this world more than anyone else."

Theodore mixed in a bit of self-praise, and while Yuria still found it obnoxious, somehow it sounded slightly different than before.

*So the hidden meaning behind those words was that he's the real Chosen One.*

However, that wasn't reason enough to change her attitude toward his manner of speaking.
After all, why should she stop herself from finding it annoying when someone talented openly boasts about their abilities?

"What did you do with the assassins?"

"I just broke their limbs and sent them back to the Arkan Empire. The imperial court will handle the torture properly."

"...I suppose there will be quite a commotion today."

"We don't need to rush anyway. Unless the guilty party panics and makes a fuss, there's no need for us, the victims, to worry and cause a scene."

"You're right."

Yuria nodded, agreeing with Theodore's words.
They were simply victims targeted by assassins sent by William.

"What do you think will happen to William?"

The problem was William Artin.
While he claimed to be the Chosen One in the Britannia Empire, Yuria was convinced he was a fake.
After what she had witnessed and experienced yesterday, she had nearly confirmed the existence of the real Chosen One.

*Someone like him being the Chosen One makes no sense from the start.*

Certain that the Theodore before her was actually Theodore Artin, she also understood that William's fate depended on his decision.
If he ever changed his mind and publicly revealed his identity, William would easily fall from grace.

But he didn't seem inclined to do that at the moment.

"William won't be able to have an heir anymore, so his future doesn't look good."

"...Wait. Did you say he can't have an heir?"

Yuria doubted her ears for a moment. But Theodore confirmed that she had heard correctly.

"No, you heard right. This might sound unpleasant, but his goal yesterday was to force himself on you."

Yuria bit her lip slightly, feeling humiliated. But it lasted only a moment.

"I already knew that. If he was trying to kidnap me, his intentions were obvious. I could tell from his vulgar behavior yesterday."

But Yuria had vowed to become a renowned swordswoman across the continent. She had no intention of wallowing in shame and humiliation over something like this.
Her determination to achieve her dreams by facing any hardship head-on wasn't weak enough to be shaken by the fact that someone had tried to rape her.

"It's actually satisfying to hear he can't have heirs anymore. But Duke's Son Theodore... no, never mind. I won't ask. Thank you for telling me."

Yuria almost asked Theodore if he had made William unable to have heirs because he had desired to violate her, but she stopped herself, knowing she might die of embarrassment.
Instead, she simply thanked him for the information.

"Yes, I thought you should know, since you're a strong person with dreams."

Yuria nodded at Theodore's words.

"Thank you for that assessment."

If he had added a few more words here, Yuria would have retracted her thanks and gotten angry, but for whatever reason, Theodore didn't say anything more.

*Usually at times like this, he would say I'm dreaming an impossible dream or that I have no chance.*

As Yuria wondered about this unusual behavior, Theodore, noticing her puzzled expression, said:

"What? Are you surprised I didn't say you're dreaming an impossible dream or that you have no chance against me?"

"Yes, I'd expect to get angry hearing that, but it's strange that you didn't say it."

Yuria answered honestly. Not only did she dislike unnecessary indirectness, but she also knew from countless conversations with Theodore that trying to twist her words would only put her at a disadvantage.
Being straightforward was better.

"Well, yesterday changed my assessment. You turned out to be much more capable and interesting than I thought. So I've decided to withhold judgment from today."

"Is that so?"

Yuria felt secretly pleased at being acknowledged. It was actually strange that she felt joy simply because he hadn't set a limit on her potential.
Who was he that his assessment could change her emotions like this?
However, Yuria set aside that question for now and simply enjoyed the current happiness.

*Good. I'll train even harder and become surprisingly strong.*

Looking at her burning with motivation, Theodore asked:

"By the way, Young Lady Yuria."

"Yes, Duke's Son Theodore."

"You don't seem worried at all about yesterday's assassination attempt. You're surprisingly cold-hearted."

Yuria smiled slightly at Theodore's words.

"Me? Why would I worry about Duke's Son Theodore? I know it's better to worry about my own safety if I get involved, rather than worrying about you."

Yuria's words seemed cold, but they actually reflected her objective assessment based on knowing how extraordinary Theodore's abilities were.
From what she knew, Theodore's combat skills were so exceptional that elite assassins couldn't possibly harm him.

If he revealed his true abilities, Yuria would bet her sword that he would immediately be recognized as one of the continent's top masters.
For a swordswoman to bet her sword was no small matter.
That's how deeply Yuria believed in and was certain of Theodore's abilities.

"That's the kind of annoyingly talented man I want to defeat."

"Haha, you really are interesting."

Theodore laughed amusedly at Yuria's words.
She responded with a slightly haughty snort, but quickly stood up, brushed back her long silver hair that had fallen slightly forward, and asked:

"More importantly, please start my training now. You said there would be quite difficult training today, right?"

"Yes. If the Arkan Empire contacts us, is it alright if I handle it for you?"

"Yes, that's fine. You're the one who eliminated the assassins anyway, Duke's Son Theodore. I trust you to handle it."

Yuria immediately accepted his offer to handle matters for her as her fiancé.
At the very least, she firmly believed he wouldn't harm her.

*He's someone who never breaks his promises.*

It was a peculiar relationship of trust.
Though their engagement wasn't born from love but arranged by their families for political reasons, that very engagement had given them a strong sense of trust in each other.

"Good."

After Theodore quickly cleaned up breakfast with magic, Yuria followed him outside.
Unlike yesterday, it seemed they would start lightly in the garden today.

"I warned you that we'd begin difficult training. I'll ask again, do you want to cancel?"

"No. If it helps me become stronger, I won't cancel no matter how difficult it is."

Theodore nodded slightly with a smile at Yuria's answer, full of dreams and passion.

"Good, that's great enthusiasm. Then let's begin."

*Boom—*

Yuria felt something pressing down on her.
At first, she thought some gravity magic had been cast, but she quickly realized that wasn't it.
This chilling sensation wasn't gravity.

It was killing intent—overwhelmingly intense killing intent directly pressing down on her, instilling terror that made her want to collapse.

"Ugh!"

Yuria resisted the feeling, gritting her teeth.

*This really is difficult.*

From the start, she faced this killing intent and could feel how strong Theodore was just by being crushed under his pressure. But Yuria was determined to overcome it all with desperate will.

Her resolve in coming to Minst Academy wasn't so weak that she would kneel and collapse here.

*Definitely, definitely!*

She would definitely prove her abilities and efforts.
She would definitely land a hit on Theodore and gain recognition for her skills.

*I absolutely won't kneel!*

Watching Yuria endure with superhuman will, Theodore said:

"You're holding up well. Good, then I'll increase the level."

"Urk?!"

And an even stronger pressure than before began to bear down on her.
Yuria's legs wobbled momentarily, but she held on with all her might, determined that she would rather have her legs break than willingly kneel.

"Uuugh!"

After she endured for over a minute, Theodore said:

"Good. Now try to swing your sword at me in that state."

Despite it being difficult just to stand and endure, Theodore instructed her to swing her sword. And while Yuria found this training more difficult than she had imagined, it only made her more stubborn.

"I'll endure and succeed! Ugh!"

Yuria desperately drew her sword and gripped it tightly.
As she diverted some of her focus from her legs to her hands, she nearly fell, staggering momentarily. Though her entire body was drenched in sweat from the effort, she somehow managed to swing her sword.

But since she couldn't properly position her legs, instead of her usual precise swordsmanship, she swung with clumsy movements that even a beginner wouldn't make, and mistakenly swung her sword to the side of Theodore rather than at him.

"Ah."

Yuria realized she had misjudged the distance.
Under the pressure of this aura, she couldn't properly sense how far away her opponent was and swung her sword messily.
As a result, her attack didn't reach Theodore, who hadn't moved a single step or done anything, and instead cut through empty air.
But Theodore praised the fact that she had managed to swing her sword at all.

"Well done for your first try. You can rest now."

Theodore released his pressure. As the tension left Yuria's body, she staggered, and Theodore quickly approached to support her.
Drenched in sweat and with no strength left in her legs, Yuria would have collapsed if Theodore hadn't supported her.

"Uh."

However, when they made contact so closely, Yuria felt flustered.

*Em-embarrassing. Why, why am I feeling this way?*

Although there was nothing shameful about the current situation, a strange sense of embarrassment began to overwhelm her.
Her heart started racing as she became increasingly conscious of the current situation.
After all, Theodore supporting her meant they were in close contact.

*He must... have heard it.*

Realizing that he might have heard her heart beating faster than usual, Yuria began to worry about what he might think.
Though she was turning 21 this year, having grown up as the precious daughter of a ducal family and devoted her passion to sword training, she had never experienced romance with the opposite sex, let alone proper physical contact.

Ch.25 - {Feeling The Change}
## Feeling the Change

Theodore had limited the people he allowed himself to care for since eleven years ago.

*Whether friends or lovers, getting emotionally attached was something I wanted to avoid if possible.*

Yuria Arsein was not supposed to play a significant role in his life.
At least, that was Theodore Skyroad's plan.

*The reason I got angry and warned William yesterday was because I can no longer see Young Lady Yuria the same way as before.*

She was a terrible variable.
Even when he planned to spend a year with Yuria Arsein at Minst Academy, he thought he only needed to fulfill his duties as a fiancé. He never calculated that he would develop feelings for her and end up caring about her this much.

That was why he personally prepared breakfast for her today, following last night's dinner.
Two days ago, he wouldn't have cared what Yuria ate.

The only people he put effort into cooking for were his family—the Duke and Duchess Skyroad and his younger sister Judith. But now, without realizing it, he had added one more person because of the affection he had developed.

*The garden would be a good place.*

After breakfast, they began training in the garden.
He had promised to properly teach her swordsmanship, and Theodore had planned to teach her many things, just as he had taught her about semi-elasticity before.

But now that his perspective of her had changed, his mindset about teaching her had changed as well.

*I want to turn her into a renowned warrior across the continent.*

Was it because genuine favorable feelings had blossomed after developing affection for her?
While he felt somewhat self-deprecating, he found himself increasingly drawn to her, wanting to help her achieve her dreams.

"I already warned you that we'll be starting difficult training. I'll ask again, are you sure you don't want to cancel?"

"Yes. If the training will help me become stronger, I won't cancel no matter how difficult it is."

Yuria's answer, full of dreams and passion, was as expected, making Theodore nod slightly with a smile.
He would give her the proper training experience she wanted.

"Good, that's great passion. Then let's begin."

Kuguugugung—

Theodore carefully controlled his killing intent and directed it toward Yuria.
However, the difference in skill between them was so vast that even this level of pressure would be overwhelming for her to withstand.

"Ugh!"

But Yuria was gritting her teeth and resisting despite being crushed by the killing intent.
Though she wanted to fall to her knees, she was enduring with clenched teeth, refusing to give in. Seeing her like this made him feel proud, and somehow, she looked dazzling.

*She's distracting me.*

Before his perspective of Yuria changed, he would have simply thought, "She's enduring quite well," and left it at that.
But now that his view of her had changed, he found himself noticing even the beads of sweat forming on her forehead and involuntarily paying attention to her legs.

*That woman is more impressive than I thought.*

This wasn't an assessment of her willpower.
He already knew she possessed such strong determination.
It was an evaluation of her for making him, who had tried to remain indifferent, feel so shaken.

*She's desperate.*

With superhuman willpower, Yuria was enduring the killing intent, proving that her decision to come to Minst Academy despite her mother the Duchess Arsein's opposition was not made lightly.

"You're enduring well. Good, then I'll increase the level."

"Ugh?!"

Theodore raised the intensity of the killing intent directed at Yuria by another level.
This time, her legs visibly wobbled, but she still managed to endure.
Her entire body was drenched in sweat, and the sight of her desperately straining was almost pitiful.

If others saw the Most Beautiful Woman in the Arkan Empire sweating profusely and struggling to stand, many might be angered that someone could do such a cruel thing to such a beautiful being.
Two days ago, if someone had criticized him that way, he would have provoked them in return.
But now?

*I might understand their feelings.*

He felt like he could understand the critics' sentiments.
After all, he had flinched momentarily when he saw her stagger.
Nevertheless, Theodore didn't stop projecting his aura.
Stopping here would be an insult to her.

"Uuuugh!"

When she had endured for a minute, Theodore said to her:

"Good. Now try to swing your sword at me in that state."

Right now, she was struggling just to stand on her two legs.
Her healthy but slender legs looked like they might break at any moment.
But rather than giving up, she immediately reached for her sword upon hearing his instruction.

"I will endure! Ugh!"

Drenched in sweat, Yuria gripped her sword with a pained expression.
Having concentrated all her strength on her legs to remain standing, she now had to distribute some of that strength to her hands. She almost fell as she staggered but somehow managed to swing her sword toward Theodore.
However, Theodore immediately recognized that her movement was clumsy, and that her sword was aimed not at him but slightly to the side, so he didn't move an inch.

Whoosh—

The sword sliced through empty air.

"Ah."

Yuria looked disappointed that she couldn't swing her sword properly.
Seeing her disappointment, Theodore offered praise instead of provocation.

"You did well for your first try. You can rest now."

As Theodore released his aura, Yuria's body, having used every last bit of strength, began to stagger and collapse.
At this rate, she might scrape her arms and legs.
To prevent that, Theodore quickly approached and supported her.

"Uh."

Yuria made a startled sound as Theodore supported her by placing his arm under her armpit and embracing her.
He could feel her heart beating wildly, and seeing her embarrassed and flustered by this, a peculiar emotion arose within Theodore.
He found her reaction cute.

*She's cute.*

It was a completely different kind of feeling from finding his sister Judith cute.
Moreover, the soft, elastic feel of Yuria's feminine body was vividly perceptible and strangely overly conscious to him. Despite being drenched in sweat, he even felt that her body had a pleasant scent.

"I'll take you inside the house for now. Sit and rest. We'll resume training after you've rested a bit."

"Y-yes, yes."

Yuria stuttered as she tried to answer. Her heartbeat and the physical contact with him seemed to be greatly bothering her.
Having grown up as the precious daughter of House Arsein, this was probably the first time she had such contact with a man.

*Having this woman as my fiancée... might be fortunate.*

Just two days ago, he certainly wouldn't have cared either way, but as if to prove how fickle human hearts can be, such thoughts were now crossing his mind.

"Aah?!"

Yuria let out a startled cry. Theodore had gone beyond supporting her and had lifted her in what was commonly called a princess carry.

"P-put me down. I can walk by myself!"

Yuria protested with a face reddened from embarrassment, but Theodore deliberately maintained a calm demeanor as he replied.

"You might fall and get hurt if you're stubborn. It's just for a moment."

Saying that, Theodore carried her with remarkable ease and entered the mansion.
He then seated her on a small sofa in the hallway.

"Ugh."
"Hehe."

Theodore couldn't help but laugh at the sight of Yuria, her face bright red from embarrassment over what had just happened.

"D-don't laugh."

Yuria immediately protested, apparently taking it as mockery. But seeing her protest with a flushed face, Theodore realized how much his perspective had changed.
What would his former self from two days ago have thought seeing her like this?

*I wouldn't have felt any value in it.*

Whether she was embarrassed or ashamed, he would have simply fulfilled his duty as a fiancé and drawn the line there.

*It's not love.*

For Theodore, love was something as weighty as friendship.

A friend was someone with whom you kept promises and trust even at the risk of your life, exchanging goodwill.
And love was dedicating yourself even if it meant sacrificing your life.

By Theodore's standards, his current feelings for Yuria couldn't be classified as love.
It was just that the affection he had given her was gradually growing.
But even that was enough for Theodore to realize the change in his perspective, and he tried to exercise restraint to avoid being swept away by those emotions.

*I can't let my emotions carry me away and do something reckless.*

Even removing William's reproductive function was due to the emotion of anger.
Normally, even if William had tried to take his life, Theodore would have been content to watch him squirm in fear and gradually proceed from there.
But the moment he heard that William had targeted Yuria, he crossed a line he shouldn't have in his anger and punished him by removing his reproductive function.

*Classes at Minst Academy will start next Monday.*

Duke Skyroad was worried about the emotional wounds his son might receive, but Theodore had long since made his decision on how to handle it.
The fact that he, not William, was the real Chosen One would eventually be revealed even if he didn't openly show it, and Theodore had been waiting for that moment for a long time.
And he would also watch William's downfall and karma.

"Young Lady Yuria."

"Y-yes, yes. Duke's Son Theodore. Huh."

Yuria stuttered again, then bit her lip slightly, seemingly embarrassed by her continued display of awkwardness.
She was trying to calm herself by biting her lip and using the pain to regain her composure.

"I apologize for showing such an embarrassing side. Duke's Son Theodore, please continue."

Looking at Yuria who had calmed herself and was asking him calmly, Theodore spoke about the training.

"Your ability to swing your sword while enduring that killing intent was impressive considering your level. This experience will help you become stronger."

"Yes."

Yuria appeared to be concentrating seriously on the conversation. Her mindset as a swordswoman was truly commendable.
Even two days ago, he had privately acknowledged her dream and passion as a swordswoman, but after the change in his feelings yesterday, her passion resonated with him even more deeply.

"Just now, you resisted without giving in despite the terrible fear. While this was training and you've learned to resist, if this were a real situation, it would be better to escape if possible."

"Escape?"

"Yes. If an opponent emits that level of killing intent and intimidates you, it means they're overwhelmingly stronger than you. Facing such an opponent isn't courage but recklessness. In such cases, it's better to retreat first."

"But..."

Seeing Yuria show some resistance, Theodore offered practical advice.

"You might feel some resistance as a swordswoman. But remember that the most important thing is to survive. Unless you're in a situation where you must protect something and can't avoid it, it's better to retreat. Of course, this is just knowledge. I won't let you face such dangers anyway."

It wasn't just as her fiancé.
As Theodore Skyroad, the individual, he had come to dislike the idea of Yuria Arsein being in danger.
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"While I'm at Minst Academy?"

Yuria asked the question.
The meaning behind her question was whether the duration of his protection would be limited to her time at Minst Academy.

"No."

Theodore immediately denied her assumption.

"I haven't thought about when it would end yet. Of course, I promised Duke Arsein I would continue to protect you here. But even without that promise, I'll continue to protect you."

"Are you being sincere about that?"

Yuria asked with a surprised expression.

* * *

"Are you being sincere about that?"

Yuria was genuinely surprised by Theodore's words.

*This world revolves around me. Why should someone as busy as I am waste time on someone unrelated to me?*

She remembered these sincere words Theodore had said to her before. He had told her that if she weren't his fiancée, he wouldn't have bothered protecting her.
And there was another meaning hidden in those words.

*I didn't realize then that his comment about the world revolving around him was hinting at him being The Chosen One...*

Still, she had been genuinely angry at the time.
She could feel one thread of her rationality snapping, and she even felt embarrassed and ashamed that she had ever felt attracted to such a man.

Of course, that attraction had only been a mild interest at the time.
A swordsman of her age with superior skills, who outwardly appeared kind and gentle, possessed various talents, and was devastatingly handsome—it would have been strange not to develop some mild interest.

While she didn't hate or truly dislike him for wearing a mask in front of other women and casually revealing his true self to her, she always thought he was annoying enough to make her want to give him a good smack.

"You'll protect me without even thinking about when it will end?"

"An honest answer or a dishonest one. Which would you prefer?"

When Yuria asked, Theodore asked whether she wanted the truth or a lie. Normally, Yuria would have been able to guess roughly what the honest and dishonest answers might be.
But today, it was difficult to guess.
No, she could guess, but she simply couldn't believe it.

"Tell me both."

"Alright. Then I'll start with the lie, like last time."

"Okay."

Yuria couldn't understand why she was feeling nervous about this.
Yet she was focused with such tension as she waited for Theodore's answer. He smiled gently at her and said:

"I'm protecting you because it's my duty as your fiancé. Young Lady Yuria, as long as you're my fiancée, I must continue to protect you."

The content Yuria had expected to be the truth was mentioned as the lie.
Unable to guess what the truth might be—or rather, too embarrassed to think in that direction—Yuria asked Theodore:

"Then... please give me the truthful answer."

"Very well."

When the moment came for Theodore to speak the truth, Yuria felt as if even those few seconds had stretched out several times longer. That's how tense her entire body was as Theodore opened his mouth to address her.

"Young Lady Yuria, it seems you've somehow broken down the wall I put up against you. You've made me increasingly concerned about you... and I've made a promise to myself. I'll help you achieve your dream of becoming a renowned warrior across the continent."

Yuria was slightly surprised when he mentioned her dream and his commitment to helping her achieve it.
She had somewhat guessed from the way he had started to affirm rather than mock her dream, but she hadn't realized he had thought about it to such an extent.

"I'll teach you well so you can achieve that dream. Until then, I'll protect you. And I also don't like seeing you get hurt. I've already given you my affection, after all."

Yuria lowered her head slightly at Theodore's answer.

"Ow."

She bit her lip, trying to regain her composure through the pain. It was an effort not to show her embarrassment like before.
But such a slight bite was far from enough to calm her racing heart.

*This is too embarrassing.*

She found it amazing how Theodore could say such things so shamelessly without any embarrassment.
But thinking about it, he had always been exceptionally shameless, so it wasn't really surprising.

"Thank you for caring enough to teach me so well."

Yuria expressed her gratitude after somewhat calming her embarrassment.
Though Theodore's change in attitude was perplexing, she was grateful that he was thinking so deeply about teaching her as a swordsman.

*Ugh, talking about giving affection... not wanting to see me hurt... why am I the only one feeling embarrassed?*

But after her embarrassment subsided a bit, Theodore began to annoy her for a different reason.
Theodore was the one who had spoken those words, yet he wasn't embarrassed at all. The embarrassment was entirely on her shoulders.

"Young Lady Yuria."

"Yes..."

Yuria couldn't meet Theodore's eyes and avoided his gaze.
The memory of being in his arms earlier and being carried in a princess hold made it difficult for her to look at his face.

It might have been easier to deal with him when he was just annoying, but that didn't mean she preferred those times to now.
It was truly complicated to draw any conclusion.

But one thing was clear.

*Duke's Son Theodore's attitude has definitely changed.*

He had even said himself that he had given her his affection.
And it wasn't her imagination that his attitude had become gentler.
He was sincerely trying to teach her, didn't want to see her get hurt, and had promised to protect her until she achieved her dream.

"If you're still having trouble standing, rest for a while. Training when you haven't recovered your strength can actually be harmful."

"...Yes."

"When your strength recovers, I'll teach you again. This training will be quite difficult, so prepare yourself."

"Alright. I'll do my best to learn."

Yuria thought it might be better if the training was difficult.
If she concentrated all her attention on training, she might be able to forget about other thoughts.
It was a mental stabilization method that suited her character well, as she usually spent time swinging her sword when her mind was troubled.

"Good. If your legs still feel weak, would you like me to give you a massage? I know a massage technique that helps with recovery."

"M-massage?"

Yuria's face turned bright red.

*If Duke's Son Theodore gives me a massage... his hands...*

Though she was the precious daughter of House Arsein, she wasn't completely ignorant.
Just from overhearing the maids at the Arsein mansion, she knew various things.
Especially when the maids gathered among themselves and had various obscene conversations, some of which involved massages.

*No way.*

Yuria forcibly suppressed the strange imagination that was trying to surface.
If she had pictured it in detail, she felt she wouldn't be able to look at Theodore's face even more.
Desperately suppressing the fantasy that was emerging with the thought that she couldn't be swayed by mere imagination about something that wasn't even happening, Yuria quickly shook her head.

"N-no massage. That seems too obscene."

"Bold when you're bold, but shy about things like this. I'll definitely remember that."

"Ah! Don't remember that!"

Theodore smiled slightly at Yuria's protest and stroked her head.

"W-what are you doing?"

As he suddenly stroked her head, Theodore said to the surprised Yuria:

"Anyway, I'll tell you this clearly. Next Monday, when classes start at Minst Academy, things will be quite chaotic for a while."

"...You're planning to do the same as at Jeiha Academy?"

Yuria quickly realized what Theodore was planning to do. Like at Jeiha Academy, or rather, like how he usually spoke to her, he was clearly planning to provoke everyone by openly displaying his arrogant genius persona while praising himself.

"I'll make sure you're not affected. I won't make the same superficial remarks to you. Be prepared."

Yuria sighed at Theodore's words.

"Haah~ Duke's Son Theodore's attitude toward me has definitely changed. I wasn't imagining that you've become gentler."

"If that's how you felt, then that's how you felt."

"But you're still annoying."

Yuria said, glancing at him slightly.

"But I think that's better. An annoyingly talented and irritating man—that's Duke's Son Theodore."

Saying that, Yuria smiled slightly.
She felt that spending a year with Theodore at Minst Academy might turn out better than expected.

"Rest for a while then. Something will be arriving soon."

"Something?"

"Yes. The Minst Academy uniform is arriving today. I'll receive it."

"Ah."

Now that he mentioned it, that was true.
Before coming to Minst Academy, she had carefully measured her body size and sent that information to Minst Academy in advance.
Minst Academy needed to prepare a uniform that fit her size.

*I hope I don't have to wear the uniform much.*

Yuria occasionally had to change into a uniform at Jeiha Academy as well. However, having grown up training as a swordsman, while she did wear dresses for important family events, the short skirt of the academy uniform always made her uncomfortable.
If she swung her sword vigorously while wearing a uniform skirt, there was the problem that her underwear might show.
She even had to be careful when running quickly and was conscious of the wind blowing.

"I'll go get it then."

"...I could get mine myself..."

Yuria said quietly, but Theodore had already gone outside.
And after going out, he soon returned with a well-packaged box.

"The uniform is inside, so check it later. I'll leave the box here for now."

"Yes, thank you."

Yuria gave up and thanked him for bringing the uniform as she slowly got up from the sofa, lifting her hips and rising.
Her legs were a bit weak, but thanks to resting and recovering her strength while sitting, she had no problem standing up.

"I'll do some light exercise. I think it's better to loosen up my body a bit than just sitting."

"That should be fine. We'll continue training in 15 minutes, so pay special attention to your strength until then."

"Yes."

Yuria felt sympathy for what Minst Academy would go through starting next Monday.

*Duke's Son Theodore may be annoying and irritating, but a truly talented person is still talented.*

The students of Minst Academy would surely realize that.
And... Yuria sensed that Theodore wasn't doing this out of mere amusement or innate character, but that he had some kind of plan.

* * *

I think I understand why my fiancée was set as Yuria Arsein.
She doesn't know, but the decision for her to be my fiancée was actually made when I was 11 years old.

*Well, I wouldn't mind spending my life with that woman.*

But that wouldn't change my plans.
All the moves I would make at Minst Academy would proceed according to plan.

*By the way, Young Lady Yuria seems to have naughty thoughts beyond my expectations. That massage was just going to be a foot massage, yet she imagined something else.*

However, he didn't mention this fact. If he had, Yuria might have banged her head against the wall out of shame.
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Rayna Artin.

Born as the Young Lady of House Artin, she would have been envied by many simply for being the sister of the Chosen One in a family that produced the Chosen One—a hero destined to save the world.

Her brother was the hero who would save the world, her parents were the Duke and Duchess of House Artin.
And Rayna herself, though only fourteen, was already known for her exceptional beauty, with expectations that she would grow to become one of the most beautiful women in the Britannia Empire.

Looking at it this way, her life could be considered blessed.
But Rayna never once thought of herself as blessed.

"Arrrgghhh!"

Someone's scream echoed through the mansion.
Such screaming within the House Artin mansion would normally be unthinkable.

Even if the Emperor himself were visiting, there were basic lines of decorum that shouldn't be crossed.
But the person screaming now was beyond all such rules.

*The heir to House Artin is...*

Rayna felt disgusted by the screaming of her brother, William.
She didn't know what had happened, but he was clearly upset because something unpleasant hadn't gone his way.

*There's no way someone like him could be the Chosen One.*

From what she'd heard, yesterday William had approached Yuria Arsein, the precious Young Lady of House Arsein from the Arkan Empire who was studying at Minst Academy for a year, and harassed her with disrespectful behavior.
When she had accidentally encountered him in the hallway last night as he was heading out, his foul mood was clearly because he hadn't been able to satisfy his dirty desires toward Young Lady Yuria.

*Mother claims she found Theodore, but Father just says it's someone who looks similar...*

The contrasting reactions of the Duke and Duchess of Artin had also caught Rayna's attention.

The Duke and Duchess had raised Rayna with love, and she loved them as her parents in return.
But separately, she thought the actions they had taken against her eldest brother Theodore, dating back to when she was too young to remember, were unforgivable atrocities.

The sight of Duchess Artin, Ceres, weeping and claiming she had found Theodore was abnormal even to Rayna. It seemed that she was now feeling the weight of her crimes, which was affecting her mental state.

But Rayna now understood that if Theodore hadn't disappeared, she might have received similar treatment.
If she had simply grown up as a beloved Young Lady, she might not have understood, but having to grow up watching her mentally unstable parents and her completely delinquent brother William had forced Rayna to mature beyond her years.

*Was it really brother Theodore? Or was it Mother's delusion?*

This question arose in Rayna's mind.
Theodore Skyroad—was he really her brother, Theodore Artin? Or just someone who looked similar?

But Rayna felt it would be improper to go and ask directly.
After William had insulted and harassed his fiancée, and considering how Duchess Ceres had behaved, it would be inappropriate.
If he wasn't Theodore, it would be extremely rude.

*Today is Saturday, so should I visit tomorrow to apologize?*

However, Rayna decided against visiting in person.
She was still too young to attend Minst Academy, but he would be attending there.
For the time being, she planned to observe what kind of person he was by listening to news about him.
She also felt it would be morally wrong to visit under the pretense of apologizing while having other motives.

*House Artin is sending an official apology, but as a direct member of House Artin, I should also write an apology letter for what brother William and Mother did.*

Though she had done nothing wrong herself, Rayna decided to write a sincere apology for her family's actions. She called a maid to bring appropriate stationery and a pen.
Then she began writing her letter of apology.
It wasn't difficult, as she had done this many times before.

[To Duke's Son Theodore of House Skyroad,

Hello. I am Rayna Artin, Young Lady of House Artin. I heard that my brother William behaved disrespectfully toward your fiancée, Young Lady Yuria, on Friday.

As a member of House Artin, I sincerely apologize for his rudeness.

I also heard that my mother, the Duchess of Artin, caused you offense, and I would like to express my sincere apologies for how surprised you must have been.]

Starting with this, Rayna continued to write about how sorry she was and how she wished to meet in person someday to apologize directly.

*It's the same pattern again.*

This wasn't a special experience for Rayna.
In fact, for the past year, she had been personally visiting victims of William's misconduct to apologize directly.
House Artin, knowing of her efforts to clean up after him, supported her in visiting victims to apologize and provide compensation.

This incident would have been just another ordinary day.
Yes, it would have been just that.

"Shit!"

If William hadn't suddenly kicked open the door and barged in.
Something must not have gone his way again, as he was seething with anger, his handsome face twisted into something monstrous. Sensing that his mood was unusually dangerous, Rayna stopped writing her letter and asked:

"B-Brother? What are you doing?"

She knew he disliked her normally, but this was the first time he had kicked open her door so violently.

"Shut up, you bitch! Are you laughing at me too? Are you laughing?!"

Rayna was even more confused by William's sudden cursing and aggression.

*What on earth is happening?*

Normally, William believed he was special as the Chosen One and that the world should naturally serve him. But for all his arrogance, he never cared about others' criticism and would laugh off the voices of his victims.
This sudden display of paranoia, accusing her of laughing at him, was out of character.

"What are you writing?"

He approached Rayna, quickly snatched the letter she was writing, read it, and then crumpled his face in anger before tearing it up.

"Damn it! Theodore, Theodore! Why are you writing this kind of letter to that bastard? So you think I'm a joke too? You think I'm funny?"

As he tore the letter to shreds, Rayna immediately confronted him.

"Brother! What are you doing?"

"Are you talking back to me? Are you talking back to me now? You bitch!"

Rayna felt a jolt of fear as William growled at her.
His demeanor, as if he might actually harm her, was completely unhinged.

He was never normal to begin with—"madman" was a more appropriate term for the delinquent he was—but today he seemed even more insane.

*What on earth happened?*

She couldn't understand what had happened to make him behave this way.
It seemed related to Theodore Skyroad, but she couldn't figure out what about him had triggered such rage in William.
Since Rayna had never met Theodore, she lacked information to make any inferences.

*Could it be that Duke's Son Theodore really is my eldest brother Theodore Artin? Is William showing this paranoid attitude because he's afraid of being exposed as a fake Chosen One if Theodore is the real one?*

This thought briefly crossed her mind, but it was just speculation without any evidence.
And she didn't have the luxury to seriously consider it.

"Well, if you disrespect your brother, I'll have to teach my worthless sister a proper lesson!"

William was approaching her as he said this.

"B-Brother? Why are you doing this? Aaaah!"

Rayna screamed in pain. William had roughly grabbed her hair and was violently shaking her.

"It hurts! It hurts! Stop! Please stop! Aaaah!"

Rayna pleaded through tears of pain. Despite her struggles, her feeble strength was no match for William's brute force.
William, though lazy and unmotivated, had genuine talent. Had he been diligent, it was speculated he could have surpassed the academy's professors in strength even as a first-year student.

But even without effort, he was strong enough to rank second in the Swordsmanship Department among first-years at Minst Academy, and he was now using that strength against his 14-year-old sister Rayna.

"My goodness! William, what are you doing!"

"Rayna! William, stop this at once!"

Thanks to the maids who heard Rayna's screams and quickly informed the Duke and Duchess of Artin, they rushed in to stop William.
William released Rayna's hair with a "Uaaaah!" and she collapsed weakly to the floor.

"Hic, sob."

Rayna's once-neat black hair was now completely disheveled from being grabbed.

"Oh my! Rayna, are you alright?"

Ceres rushed over to Rayna with concern.

"Y-Yes."

Though she was far from alright, Rayna swallowed her tears and said she was fine. She knew that if she didn't say she was fine, William would likely cause more trouble, and she would bear the brunt of it.

*I really hate this.*

It became even harder to believe that someone like him could be the Chosen One.
It was too horrifying that such a person was her brother.

"William, what on earth are you doing!"

"Damn it! I'm in a foul mood today, so don't talk to me! Ah, shit! You've ruined my mood!"

"William!"

Eliot grabbed his forehead as William stormed out after breathing heavily.
He looked like he couldn't believe how his son had grown into such a delinquent.

*They brought this on themselves.*

Both Theodore leaving home and William growing into such a hopeless delinquent were the fault of her parents, the Duke and Duchess of Artin, for raising them poorly.
Rayna firmly established this fact through her pain.

"Ouch."

Though she had said she was fine, Rayna still shed tears from the lingering pain as she tried to fix her hair.

"Rayna, are you really not hurt?"

"Yes. It hurts for now... but it will get better with time."

"Oh, Rayna. Poor thing. Why would William do such a cruel thing to his sister?"

"I was... writing an apology letter to Duke's Son Theodore when he suddenly barged in... I don't really understand why either."

Rayna truly couldn't understand.
It was clear he had taken out his anger on her over something unrelated to her.

"Theodore..."

Ceres's expression hardened at the mention of Theodore's name.
She had been comforting Rayna, but suddenly seemed to lose her mind, repeatedly calling Theodore's name, which gradually changed.

"Theodore... ah... Theodore! Sob, sob, Mother is sorry... Theodore."

She began frantically calling the name of Theodore Artin.

"My lady! Theodore is not here! Please calm yourself!"

Eliot quickly approached to comfort Ceres, but she continued to call Theodore's name like a broken person, tears streaming down her face.
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*What a mess.*

Rayna truly thought so as she watched her mother Ceres frantically calling out the name of her eldest brother—whom she couldn't even remember since he left home when she was only three—while her father Eliot tried to calm her mother down.

"Rayna, I'm sorry. Please leave us for a moment."

Eliot apologized with a regretful expression. But Rayna felt disillusioned by the chaotic state of her family.
Normally, he should have been comforting Rayna, who had just suffered the humiliation of having her hair pulled by her brother William. But right now, he was more concerned about Ceres.

*If you were going to be this sorry, why did you do it in the first place?*

Rayna could never understand her parents, despite them being her flesh and blood.
Why would they be so apologetic now, and what exactly had they done to her eldest brother Theodore?
She had been too young to remember anything at the time, and while she had tried to learn about it indirectly, she had never asked directly.

But Rayna was only fourteen years old now, and despite being more mature than her peers, she was still at an age where emotions ran high.

*And despite being sorry, you're asking me to leave?*

She felt hurt.
She felt wronged.

She couldn't understand what she had done wrong to deserve such treatment today.

"Dad, there are some things I want to ask you."

Normally, Rayna would have quietly withdrawn, but today she had no intention of doing so.
Her head still ached from William pulling her hair, and more than anything, she felt so hurt and wronged that she couldn't bear it anymore.

"Rayna, I'll listen to you later. Please withdraw for now."

"No. I need to do this now."

Rayna rebelled against Eliot's words.
Perhaps not expecting such defiance from his daughter, Eliot, who had been comforting Ceres, looked visibly flustered.

"Rayna! Can't you see I'm trying to comfort your mother?"

"What about me? What about me who was publicly humiliated when William grabbed my hair while I was trying to write an apology letter for what he and mother did wrong?"

It wasn't just anyone, but she, a Young Lady, who had suffered the violence of having her hair pulled.
By her own brother, inside the Duke's residence, and this fact could spread even if they tried to silence it.
And whether it spread or not, the fact that the servants already knew was humiliating.

She, a Young Lady, had shown such a disgraceful appearance to the servants of the Duke's residence.

"Sigh, alright. Speak quickly."

Perhaps realizing that Rayna was on the verge of exploding, Eliot agreed to listen to her while still comforting Ceres.
And as soon as she heard his answer, Rayna poured out what had been building up in her heart.

"Dad, do you still believe William is The Chosen One?"

"What?"

Not expecting Rayna to say such a thing, Eliot's face showed clear signs of bewilderment. Even Ceres, who had been frantically calling Theodore's name, came to her senses and looked at Rayna with surprised eyes.
Their always obedient daughter, who diligently cleaned up messes, was now directly questioning whether William was The Chosen One, rather than expressing her opinion indirectly!

"Rayna, what are you saying?"

"You know it too, don't you? A person who grabs and shakes his sister's hair—a sister seven years younger than him—is The Chosen One? That a ruffian like William is the heir who will inherit House Artin and become the hero who will save the world? I simply cannot believe that. This has been wrong from the beginning."

Rayna couldn't hold back as her pent-up emotions exploded.

"Rayna, that's enough."

When Eliot stopped her, Rayna said no more.
She sensed that he wouldn't give her a proper answer.

"Dad, then let me ask something else. What punishment will William receive for what he did to me today?"

Eliot and Ceres looked disconcerted at Rayna's words.
Seeing their expressions, Rayna realized that, as she had expected, William would not receive proper punishment despite his atrocious behavior toward her.

She felt a wave of emptiness wash over her.

"Well, Rayna... I'm sorry, but this time..."

Even Eliot seemed to feel guilty as he spoke carefully. His meaning was obvious.

"There will be no punishment at all. At most, he'll be confined to his quarters, but even that won't stop him if he decides to ignore it and leave."

"That's..."

Eliot couldn't properly refute her.
If Theodore had been there, perhaps he could have restrained William's actions.
If there had been another candidate for The Chosen One, his mere existence might have made them question whether William was genuine or not, and William might not have grown up to be so atrocious.

But with only William at this point, the Duke and Duchess of Artin had no choice.
They couldn't stop the ruffian William's actions; at most, they could only try to persuade him with words, but William had already slipped from their control.

If William wasn't The Chosen One, it would mean there was no Chosen One in their country, and the conclusion would be that The Chosen One was the missing Theodore, meaning House Artin would have to take enormous responsibility for Theodore's running away.
And because of the domestic turmoil, the imperial family of the Britannia Empire would explode with anger.

"...Please let me be alone for a while."

"...Alright. Let's go."

"Sniff, Rayna. I'm sorry."

After the Duke and Duchess of Artin hurriedly left the room, and the maids tactfully slipped out, Rayna closed the door.
Her eyes fell on the torn pieces of the apology letter.

*I'll have to... write it again.*

Since she already had the content written, rewriting it wouldn't be difficult.
But as Rayna reached for paper and pen, she felt her vision blur.

"Huh...?"

Rayna realized she was crying.
The sorrow she had been forcibly holding back had finally burst forth.

"Hic, sob!"

Despite being mature for her age, she was still a young girl who couldn't overcome her emotions and ended up shedding tears.

*I really hate this. I hate everything.*

The fact that a ruffian like William was her brother had become horrifying to her.
The sight of the Duke and Duchess of Artin, unable to punish William for political reasons, was also deeply disappointing today.

*What kind of person is Theodore?*

Emotionally, she wanted to overlay various fantasies onto the existence of her eldest brother, Theodore Artin.
Unlike William, she imagined a brother who would be kind and gentle to her, and unlike that ruffian, she pictured herself as a proud little sister watching her exemplary brother, The Chosen One, always striving to save the world from its end.

Just thinking about it seemed like a dream.
But Rayna felt that all of this was ultimately just escapist fantasy.

*I don't even know what Theodore looks like.*

The funny thing was that while she didn't know because she was only three at the time, her parents, the Duke and Duchess of Artin, hadn't properly looked at him or shown interest after he turned two, so they didn't even know what he looked like until he was eleven.
With no photos remaining and having neglected him as if they had abandoned him, all of William's current misdeeds were possible because of the Duke and Duchess of Artin.

"Haah."

Wiping her tears with the back of her hand, Rayna looked out the window.

*Young Lady of House Artin.*

Then she recalled her status.
Being the Young Lady of House Artin amounted to nothing more than this.

Writing apology letters for her ruffian brother's actions, having her hair pulled by him, and watching her parents unable to punish him—this was her life.
Today it ended with just having her hair pulled, but she was already afraid of how far it might go in the future.

*He might beat me more severely next time.*

No, given his nature as a ruffian, he seemed capable of laying hands on her, his younger sister.
Rayna's imagination went to the worst-case scenario.
Considering his temperament, obsessed with women to the point of making advances even toward the Young Lady of House Arsein in the Arkan Empire, it was terrifying to think what might happen when she grew older and her beauty began to shine.

*William would be more than capable of doing that.*

It was well-known that despite his ruffian behavior, William's appearance was so handsome that it was hard to find a match among the men of noble families.
With the background of House Artin, the fame of being The Chosen One, and his outstanding looks, it was easy for him to seduce women, so he probably looked down on even the Young Lady of Arsein.

And Rayna knew her own appearance was exceptional.
Even apart from her background as a member of House Artin, her looks were so outstanding that she had already received numerous marriage proposals.
Although she had rejected them all because there was no one she liked, it was clear that her beauty was remarkable enough to generate numerous rumors.
That's why Rayna was now becoming increasingly afraid of William.

Even her trust in him as family, that he wouldn't cross certain lines, had disappeared after today's incident.

*Should I run away like Theodore? But I don't really have anywhere to go.*

Especially as a woman of exceptional beauty, she would be targeted wherever she went.

* * *

"Damn it."

William clutched his head, his anger not subsiding despite taking it out on Rayna.

"Argh, Theodore!"

Theodore Skyroad.
Actually his twin brother, Sirius Artin—thinking of him, William ground his teeth in rage and hatred.

At the time, he had acted cowardly out of fear for his life, but now that he was out of his sight, his hatred toward him was surging.

*Not content with trying to take my position as The Chosen One, he did such a terrible thing to me!*

He was The Chosen One and the heir to House Artin.
As the heir to House Artin, he had a duty to father a son who would become his successor.

*Yuria Arsein! I should have impregnated that woman with my child!*

In his eyes, Yuria Arsein was the finest woman worthy of bearing his child.
No, not just any child, but an heir who would succeed him in leading House Artin.

With that perfect beauty and fantastic figure, thinking about it...

"Damn it."

William's curse carried a tone of despair.
Normally, just imagining her should have excited him with desire for her. However, now when he recalled her beautiful and stimulating appearance, he felt only misery instead of excitement.

*I'll never forgive you! Theodore Skyroad! I'll definitely kill you!*

The injuries inflicted by Theodore had healed.
But one part of him had not recovered.

His reproductive organ had been destroyed by Theodore, that hateful enemy, and no matter how many potions he used or other healing magic he tried, his sexual function did not recover.
He had secretly attempted treatment through underground healers, concealing his identity, but all attempts had failed.

Rayna feared she might be raped by William, but her worry was, in a sense, completely unnecessary.
William Artin was a sexual cripple, incapable of having a sex life.

At this point, he couldn't even maintain his current promiscuous lifestyle, let alone touch Rayna in the future.

*To make me a eunuch!*

William Artin, the false Chosen One and heir to House Artin, was a eunuch.

"I will definitely kill you."
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The news that elite assassins had attacked Theodore, targeting his life and attempting to kidnap Yuria, was delivered to both House Skyroad and House Arsein.

The Arkan Empire's imperial court naturally planned to strongly protest this matter. The assassins had been sent by William Artin, who had reportedly insulted and harassed Yuria Arsein, the Young Lady of House Arsein, in a manner too disrespectful to even mention.

"This is beyond imagination."

This was the first comment from Duke Skyroad after hearing the report, accompanied by a bitter smile.
William Artin's actions were truly beyond imagination.

Since it happened in a foreign country, the rumors might not be entirely accurate, but even from what they'd heard, he was already known as the worst of scoundrels, and now he had completely crossed the line.
Sending assassins after Arkan Empire's exchange students in the Britannia Empire—specifically targeting the heir of House Skyroad and the precious daughter of House Arsein—was absolutely unacceptable.

"This is unforgivable. How dare they send assassins after our son? We must address this matter severely."

Duchess Skyroad clenched her fists with an enraged expression.
Her blue hair trembled slightly, and her blue eyes burned with fury.

"I agree."

Duke Skyroad nodded in agreement.
The couple still vividly remembered Theodore's childhood—how he had been consumed by despair, sorrow, resentment, and hatred when they first met him. The memory felt as fresh as yesterday.

Duke Skyroad had been worried that painful memories might resurface when Theodore went to the Britannia Empire. Although Theodore claimed it didn't bother him, and he genuinely seemed unbothered, parents couldn't help but worry.

"Though our son can handle himself well... as parents, we can't simply ignore that he was attacked by assassins."

Theodore had actually sent a separate letter asking them not to make too big an issue of the incident.
His letter described how he was preparing for his first classes at Minst Academy, but something else caught their attention.

"However, dear, I think we should ensure his studies aren't canceled, as Theo wouldn't like that."

"I know."

Duchess Skyroad agreed with her husband's statement that while they would strongly protest to the Britannia Empire and Minst Academy about the incident, they wouldn't allow Theodore's studies there to be canceled.
Theodore had specifically requested this in his letter.

"But no matter how confident he is in his abilities, he was attacked by assassins! Sigh! As a mother, I can't help but worry."

"Still, Theo won't be easily defeated, and he's a calculating boy who won't take unnecessary risks, so don't worry too much. Huff~"

Duke Skyroad was trying to comfort his wife, but he himself couldn't help sighing.
Rationally, he knew the truth.

Theodore Skyroad, though not their biological son, was their beloved son and heir whom they loved like their own. He was strong.
The world didn't know, but his terrifying talent was truly befitting of The Chosen One, transcending common sense. Combined with his determined efforts and accumulated experiences, his current abilities were actually underestimated by public opinion.

But as parents, even knowing their son's strength, they couldn't help worrying about trivial matters—whether he was eating well or if he had gotten hurt—concerns that naturally arose when their child was out of sight.

"What bothers me more is that Theo is teaching Young Lady Yuria. And he even made William, who targeted Yuria, into a eunuch! He's not the type to care so much unless he's developed feelings."

"That's true. Our child may appear to be an arrogant genius, but he's actually tender-hearted and affectionate."

"That's what worries me. Sigh~"

The Duke and Duchess Skyroad knew Theodore Skyroad's true nature better than anyone else, despite his appearance as an arrogant genius excelling in all areas. Having watched over Theodore for 11 years since he was 10, they could claim to know him better than anyone except Theodore himself.

"I'm both happy and concerned that he seems to be developing feelings for Young Lady Yuria. Once he cares for someone, he becomes very considerate and kind. I worry he might get hurt."

"At least Young Lady Yuria isn't the type to hurt him, which is fortunate. That's why we chose her as his fiancée."

Theodore's attitude toward the Duke and Duchess Skyroad and Judith clearly showed how emotionally vulnerable he was. He was always a kind and gentle brother to Judith, rarely refusing her requests.

"I wonder how she managed to break down the walls of a boy who deliberately tried not to form attachments."

"I wonder that too. It seems unlikely that Theo would easily let his guard down."

The Duke and Duchess Skyroad were curious about how Yuria Arsein had managed to cross the barriers Theodore had built, but that was something they couldn't know without seeing for themselves.

"Well, I should go file our protest now."

"I'll come with you. Let's show them what happens when someone dares to touch our son... that House Skyroad won't stand for it."

As they discussed their son, fierce anger burned in their eyes. Even if the threat to Theodore had been minimal, they would show that House Skyroad would not tolerate anyone targeting him.

* * *

The butler explained to Judith about Theodore being attacked by assassins.

"My brother was attacked?"

Judith tilted her head, puzzled.

*Are those people perhaps idiots?*

Judith didn't know exactly how strong Theodore Skyroad was.
But she knew how wonderful and amazing her handsome, talented, and kind brother was.

She believed that her brother could accomplish anything if he set his mind to it, and she was genuinely happy that such a person was her brother.
But mere assassins dared to attempt to assassinate Theodore Skyroad, her brother?

"Yes, Young Lady. The Duke and Duchess have gone to the imperial court to protest to the Britannia Empire about this matter. They plan to file a direct complaint through our contacts at the imperial court."

"What happened to the fools who tried to assassinate my brother?"

"The young master captured them all himself and sent them to our Arkan Empire's imperial prison."

"I see..."

Though Judith was an energetic sister who acted cute around Theodore, she was still the Young Lady of House Skyroad.
She knew the world wasn't pure, and she was well aware of what Theodore had endured in his childhood before being adopted into House Skyroad.
Although she found her lessons terribly boring, she had acquired basic common sense through her forced education.

So she could roughly guess what fate awaited the assassins.
But she felt no sympathy for them.

*They were fools who didn't realize they could never kill my brother in the first place... but attempting to kill him is a crime worthy of death.*

And Judith already found herself missing Theodore's face.

"I believe my brother can handle anything well, but... sigh~"

The butler asked Judith as she sighed.

"Are you worried about the young master?"

Judith smiled and shook her head at the butler's question.

"No! Such fools could never be a threat to my brother! I'm more excited about what kind of love story he's developing with Sister Yuria! Aren't you curious about what kind of relationship will form between a man and woman studying abroad together?"

Then Judith added with a broad smile.

"I would really like it if Sister Yuria became our sister-in-law. What do you think, Gramps?"

"I agree with your opinion, Young Lady. And coincidentally, the Duke also mentioned that the young master seems to be getting closer to Young Lady Yuria."

"Really?!"

The 15-year-old girl's eyes sparkled with an intrigued smile.

"I must ask him when I contact my brother!"

And she wanted to see her proud brother's face, even if only through video.

* * *

While House Skyroad remained relatively calm, House Arsein was completely turned upside down.

"Yuria was targeted by assassins?!"

The Duchess Arsein exclaimed in shock.
As the mother of the two sisters, Yuria and Lilia, it was clear where their beauty came from—she possessed beauty that could truly be described as captivating enough to topple a nation.
Because of this, her husband, Duke Arsein, who had fallen head over heels for her beauty in his youth and barely succeeded in marrying her after countless proposals, was now carefully trying to appease her while being mindful of her reactions.

"But... Theodore caught all the assassins from the start. And he swore to me that he would protect Yuria with his life if necessary... so we don't need to worry about Yuria's safety..."

"How can you say that! Yuria was attacked! My goodness! And what? They tried to kidnap and rape her? We must go to the Britannia Empire right now and tear that William to pieces!"

"P-please calm down!"

Duke Arsein was sweating as he tried to calm his explosive wife.
And Lilia, who had heard all the facts together with them, was focusing on a different aspect.

"Father, Sister Yuria wasn't hurt at all, right?"

"That's right, she didn't even see the assassins' faces. And Theodore destroyed William's genitals, making him a eunuch, so there's no need to worry anymore."

"Ha! As expected of Duke's Son Theodore. I approve of how he handled it!"

Duchess Arsein seemed pleased with that part, smiling slightly with satisfaction.

"But! We can't just let this matter slide! I was against Yuria going to such a distant place from the beginning! We should bring her back immediately!"

Duchess Arsein apparently wanted to use this opportunity to bring Yuria back to the Arkan Empire. However, that was what Yuria wanted least.

*Damn, Yuria asked me to somehow persuade her mother.*

According to what Theodore had relayed from Yuria, she wanted her father to somehow convince her mother.
Duke Arsein was tempted to simply bring Yuria back, which would be easier, but the problem was that his daughter was equally stubborn.

*Is this the sorrow of being the head of a household?*

Duke Arsein, caught miserably between his wife and daughter, looked at his youngest daughter, Lilia. Though only 15, she was so beautiful she could be called a miniature version of Yuria, and he couldn't help but smile at how pretty and cute his daughter was.
Unlike her older sister Yuria, she had many adorable qualities, showing why the youngest was lovable in a different way from the reliable eldest daughter, but...

"I'm so envious of my sister... Duke's Son Theodore protects and guards her like that... I need to replace her as his fiancée as soon as possible..."

His youngest daughter, already excessively blinded by first love, paid little attention to her father's gaze.
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"This is maddening."

"How could that ruffian cause such a massive incident even when causing trouble!"

The Britannia Empire was in an uproar after William Artin sent assassins to Theodore Skyroad and Yuria Arsein.
Even though William tried to claim there was no evidence of his involvement, the Arkan Empire had already confirmed it through confession magic and offered to let Britannia's own mages participate in verifying the truth, pushing Britannia into a defensive position.

"If it were just confession magic, we could somehow insist there was no evidence. Damn it."

To make matters worse, evidence remained in the records showing that William had sent assassins to Minst Academy at that time. Not only had William opened the door himself, but spirit masters who commanded earth spirits with the ability to read the earth's memories had confirmed the assassins' entry process.

Theodore Skyroad was also said to possess abilities as a spirit master, and the earth spirit he had contracted with also held these records, which he had submitted.
The images shown by the earth spirit had been recorded through magic and sent over, and the Arkan Empire stated that if Britannia wished to verify their authenticity, they could have Theodore confirm it directly. Britannia had no way to deny the accusations.

'Of all places, inside Minst Academy!'

Headmaster Albert must surely be clutching the back of his neck in frustration.
William had sent assassins after foreign exchange students at Minst Academy—the heir to the Skyroad Duchy and the precious daughter of the Arsein Duchy.
Even worse, it was revealed that he had planned to forcibly violate the Arsein Duke's beloved daughter, causing Britannia to suffer utter humiliation before the Arkan Empire.

An official apology was insufficient; they needed to compensate the Skyroad and Arsein duchies for damages. Normally, this would be a serious crime warranting the revocation of William's noble title.
However, as emperor, it was impossible to cast out someone with the reputation of being the Chosen One.

After all, the Britannia Empire maintained diplomatic superiority over the other two empires, Stran and Arkan, precisely because they had produced the Chosen One, the prophesied hero.

"I must report this to His Majesty."

The minister of foreign affairs for the Britannia Empire said gloomily.
This was clearly beyond his ability to resolve.

After the report was delivered directly to the emperor, the decision-maker himself clutched the back of his neck.

"William Artin! This fellow always gives me a headache!"

Harassing Yuria Arsein was already a serious offense, but now with the added crime of attempted assassination, the emperor worried that the Arkan Empire would begin to doubt William's status as the Chosen One.
How many benefits had they gained in trade and various competitions with the Stran and Arkan empires by claiming to possess the Chosen One?

'Theodore Artin—that child seems more likely to be the true Chosen One.'

Though the Britannia Empire was suppressing this fact in the name of the imperial family, many people already doubted whether William was truly the Chosen One.
The emperor himself harbored doubts, and often had the ominous thought that Theodore, who disappeared eleven years ago, might be the real Chosen One.

'Damn it, if only Duke and Duchess Artin had paid even a little attention to their own child!'

What the Artin ducal couple had done was a tremendous shock within the Britannia Empire.
Even the emperor, who didn't show much affection to his own children, couldn't understand it.
Everyone realized how deranged the Artin couple had become in their obsession with the glory of being the Chosen One's parents, though everyone kept quiet about it on the surface.
The disadvantages of criticizing the Artin ducal family, who possessed the Chosen One, were simply too great.

"For now, we'll have to proceed generously with substantial compensation."

To resolve the incident William had caused, the emperor himself would need to personally convey apologies to the Arkan emperor and the two dukes. Promising to prevent recurrence and offering significant compensation would somewhat appease them.
However, not punishing the perpetrator and covering up the assassination attempt would remain a weakness for years to come.

'This would be impossible if he weren't the Chosen One.'

It was only because William had the reputation of being the Chosen One that this could end with just compensation. Otherwise, even if he were the crown prince rather than a ducal heir, he would face at minimum dethronement and exile.

"Father, may I come in?"

A clear female voice called from outside.

"Sigh, come in."

With the emperor's permission, a beautiful woman with long platinum blonde hair entered.
Now 21 years old and a second-year student at Minst Academy, she was the imperial princess of the Britannia Empire, the emperor's own daughter.

"Louise, what is it?"

"Yes, Father. Actually, I have something to tell you about Theodore Skyroad."

"Theodore?"

"Yes. I spoke with Headmaster Albert, and he said Theodore Skyroad's appearance is remarkably similar to William Artin's. They're the same age, and though their hair color differs, the Duchess Artin called him 'Theodore' and broke down weeping."

"What?!"

The emperor jumped to his feet in surprise.
The suggestion that Theodore Skyroad might be Theodore Artin was nothing short of an enormous bombshell.

"I haven't received such a report from Headmaster Albert. Why didn't he report this officially?"

"Well, he said he couldn't be certain enough to make an official report. That's why he told me separately. He said the Artin couple hadn't seen Theodore Artin's face since he was two years old, so they couldn't be certain either."

"...That couple truly is something else."

The emperor placed his hand on his forehead.
The actions of the Artin ducal couple gave him more of a headache the more he thought about them. He could bet his imperial throne that if he ever developed baldness, 99% of the cause would be due to that couple and William.

"Sigh, Louise. If you go to Minst Academy, observe Theodore Skyroad carefully."

"Yes, Father."

Louise nodded with a determined expression.
If he truly was Theodore Artin, they would need to do whatever it took to bring him back to the Britannia Empire.

'This is the worst.'

The emperor had an ominous feeling.
If he was indeed Theodore Artin and the true Chosen One, all the diplomatic privileges the Britannia Empire currently enjoyed would vanish.
No, they would face tremendous criticism not only externally but internally for presenting a false Chosen One, and would have to make many concessions to the Arkan Empire from a position of weakness.

Furthermore, demands would pour in to strip the Artin ducal family of the sacred word "Ar" in their name—as they were deemed unworthy of it for abandoning the Chosen One they had birthed, essentially leaving him to starve and forcing him to flee to the Arkan Empire—and even to revoke their ducal title.
Some might even call for their exile, but that would be the least of their worries.

'Public criticism of the imperial family would be dangerous.'

This was the emperor's greatest concern.
To prevent this, they needed to carefully observe Theodore Skyroad and, if he proved to be the real Theodore Artin, persuade him by any means necessary.

* * *

'They must be racking their brains quite a bit.'

Theodore could roughly guess the situation in the Britannia Empire without seeing it firsthand.
His story must have caused confusion, and even if they couldn't be certain he was the real Theodore, they would be preparing to persuade him immediately if his identity as Theodore Artin was confirmed.

'Let's see how long it takes them to discover my identity.'

Though Theodore was born in the Britannia Empire, he felt no affection for the country.
He had no good memories of the place, only hatred—how could he have formed any positive attachments?

"Haa... haa..."

The sound of a young woman's labored breathing could be heard. Struggling to breathe, these were Yuria's gasps.
Having pushed her body to its limits repeating the movements Theodore had taught her, she had finally collapsed, unable to move any further.
He had used healing magic to prevent damage to her muscles, so now all that remained was to wait for her stamina to recover naturally.

But her appearance—sitting on the ground, breathing heavily—showed just how much she had pushed herself to the limit.

'I have to admit, her passion is truly admirable.'

In the past, he might have dismissed her as someone with no talent who just worked hard. But now, he felt no such inclination. Rather, he saw reflections of his past self in her determined efforts.

After being adopted into the Skyroad ducal family, he had strived to learn everything when given the freedom to do so.
Even before meeting Duke Skyroad, he had learned to handle certain powers through various channels, but that couldn't compare to the environment where he could freely learn with the support of the Skyroad family.

Swordsmanship, magic, spirit arts—he had tried to master all fields with what could only be described as greed, excited by the mere fact that he could learn something new.
Now Yuria, though different in her approach, was working hard with a firm goal in mind.

"Lady Yuria, you look quite exhausted?"

"Haa... I'm, I'm fine. This much is nothing!"

Yuria tried to hide her exhaustion, unwilling to show weakness. However, her hair was soaked with sweat, sticking to her neck and shoulders.
Her t-shirt was also drenched, and despite the automatic magical cleaning, it would take time to remove all the sweat.
Her breathing hadn't calmed down yet, causing her ample, elastic breasts—too full to be covered by one hand—to rise and fall in a somewhat provocative sight.
Theodore had known for a year that Yuria actually disliked her chest, finding it too heavy and excessively large.

Whooosh—

Just then, a breeze blew, carrying Yuria's scent in Theodore's direction.

'Again.'

Yuria's body scent smelled incredibly sweet to him.
It was amazing how much a single change in perception could affect him.

"Lady Yuria."

"Yes, Lord Theodore."

Yuria, her breathing now somewhat calmer, tried to stand up from her seated position. But her legs still seemed weak, her slender limbs trembling pitifully.
Despite being trained to such an extreme state, she didn't complain once and was attentively listening to his words.
She genuinely enjoyed the fact that she could learn something.
Unfortunately for her, what he had to say now wasn't a lesson.

"It seems we have visitors."

"Visitors?"

Yuria slightly concentrated at Theodore's words.
She was spreading her senses to detect who was coming.
As someone whose swordsmanship was far below his level, she needed to focus to sense approaching presences.

"Ah, you're right."

Yuria also detected the presence.

"They seem to be entering through the academy's main gate, so it will take at least five minutes for them to reach us."

"Should I change my clothes then?"

Theodore shook his head at her suggestion that she should go to the bathroom to wipe off her sweat, wash her face, and change into different clothes.

"No, I don't think that's necessary. Lady Yuria, you don't need to worry about anything else. Your current appearance is special enough to have changed my mind."

"W-what?"

Yuria's face turned bright red at Theodore's words, clearly flustered. She looked down at her attire and then carefully asked:

"Lord Theodore... is my current appearance exactly to your taste?"

"Hmm, I wonder? I don't dislike it, that's for sure."

At Theodore's response, Yuria, still blushing, grumbled:

"Really, your words are making me unnecessarily self-conscious."
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Yuria's words made Theodore laugh as if he found them amusing.

"Your reaction is interesting, but for now, go inside and rest. I'll talk to whoever's coming, so focus on recovering your strength."

"Hmm, no. I'd like to stay this time."

Yuria refused Theodore's suggestion and replied that she would remain here.

"It probably won't be very interesting."

"Whether it's interesting or not isn't important. The assassins were targeting me too, weren't they? This concerns me as well, and I feel uncomfortable relying too much on Duke's Son Theodore."

"Alright. Do as you wish."

Theodore decided to respect Yuria's decision.

*She's here.*

And gradually, the person approaching with this place as their destination came into view.
The person who appeared was a young girl wearing an elegant dress, accompanied by a single maid.

* * *

The very pretty girl with long black hair and blue eyes was only fourteen, but already showed the qualities of how beautiful she would grow up to be.
Yuria parted her lips slightly in surprise, barely suppressing an exclamation that almost burst out.
She couldn't help being surprised because seeing the girl's face reminded her of someone.

"Ah."

Unlike Yuria who suppressed her exclamation, the girl, upon seeing Theodore's face, let out a small gasp with a momentarily blank expression and slightly parted lips. However, she quickly realized her rudeness and hastily bowed her head while revealing her identity.

"I am Rayna Artin, Young Lady of House Artin."

So that was her identity—Rayna Artin, Young Lady of House Artin.
Recalling that she was William's younger sister, Yuria instinctively looked at Theodore.

*That means...*

If she was William's sister, she was also the sister of Theodore, who was almost certainly William's twin.
Whatever Theodore's true identity might be, to Yuria, Theodore Skyroad was simply Theodore Skyroad. But she couldn't know how he felt about Rayna Artin, the only person from House Artin who hadn't been an aggressor toward her.

Rayna had black hair unlike Duchess Arsein Ceres, whose blonde hair had a bluish tint, but her features strongly resembled her mother's. At the same time, she had slight similarities to Theodore and William, as if proving they were siblings.

"I am Theodore Skyroad, heir to House Skyroad."

"I am Yuria Arsein, Young Lady of House Arsein."

Though Rayna was considerably younger, since she had introduced herself as a Young Lady of a ducal house, both Theodore and Yuria responded with proper courtesy.

"I apologize for visiting so suddenly. I came to apologize for the wrongs House Artin has committed against you both. If it's impolite, I'll apologize again."

Rayna began with an apology immediately after greeting them.
Seeing her apologize, Yuria could feel that her character was definitely different from her brother William, who was the worst among scoundrels.

Her appearance also looked somewhat tired and strained, suggesting she was under considerable stress.
Thinking about it, with a brother like the scoundrel William, it was hard to imagine how much stress she must be experiencing just by his existence.

"Originally, I planned to send an apology letter, but what my brother did this time is absolutely unacceptable, so I came to apologize in person."

"I see."

Theodore responded briefly.
If the issue had been mere harassment toward Yuria, an apology letter might have sufficed. But what William had done this time—sending assassins—was far beyond what could be settled with a mere letter of apology.

Yuria's family, House Arsein, wouldn't let this matter slide either, so House Artin would have a headache trying to resolve this situation, even if William had the reputation of being "The Chosen One."

*But to send such a young child...*

Rayna Artin's age was reportedly fourteen. At fourteen, she was even younger than Lilia, Yuria's sister, or Judith, Theodore's sister from House Skyroad.
Perhaps because she had a precious sister of similar age?

Yuria Arsein despised and loathed William Artin.
She couldn't even consider him human after he had harassed her in ways she never imagined possible and even planned to kidnap and violate her.

But she thought Rayna Artin was merely suffering for being born as William Artin's sister—she was innocent.
Theodore Artin was also William Artin's twin brother, but what sin had he committed to be treated so poorly that he eventually couldn't bear it and ran away?

*Poor thing.*

Rayna's stressed and tired appearance evoked sympathy.
Was it because she was just a young child, neither strong nor exceptional like Theodore Skyroad?
Yuria felt so sorry for Rayna that she wanted to hug her, and she was angry at the situation that required her to apologize.

*William should be the one apologizing.*

Yuria couldn't understand why the young sister Rayna had to come and apologize instead, and she became even more furious with William.

"I know that what my brother did is so terrible that my apology can't make it forgivable. But I still want to apologize to both Duke's Son Skyroad and Young Lady Arsein."

Rayna then did something unexpected. She knelt down despite the fact that her dress would get dirty.

"Young Lady!"

The maid who had been quietly accompanying her called out in surprise, suggesting this wasn't planned in advance. But Rayna was bowing her head deeply, offering a sincere apology.

"As the Young Lady of House Artin, I once again sincerely apologize to both of you who were harmed."

Yuria couldn't bear to watch any longer.
She bit her lip slightly.

She loved her family, and especially treasured and loved her younger sister Lilia.
Although she knew her sister harbored jealousy toward her regarding Theodore, she still loved her sister more than her own life.

*She shouldn't have to apologize for something that isn't her fault.*

This level of apology was more than enough from someone who wasn't even the responsible party.
Thinking this, Yuria took a step forward to stop her, but Theodore's arm blocked her path.

"Duke's Son Theodore?"

When Yuria looked at him, slightly bewildered by his arm blocking her way, Theodore shook his head slightly.
And before Yuria could say anything, he approached Rayna and extended his hand to her.

"Please stand up, Young Lady Artin."

Theodore's voice contained no emotion. It was the first time he had spoken in such an emotionless voice, which made Yuria feel strange.
She had never known that he, who was always arrogant and self-confident, could speak in such an emotionless voice.

*He wasn't like this even when meeting the Duke and Duchess Artin.*

Considering that his emotions were discernible when facing William Artin and the Duke and Duchess Artin, Theodore's current state was probably something even he couldn't properly define.

"This is not Young Lady Artin's fault, so there's no need to apologize like this."

But one thing was clear.
Theodore, like Yuria herself, thought there was no reason for Rayna to apologize so deeply for something she wasn't responsible for.

"D-Duke's Son Skyroad?"

"William Artin's wrongdoing is not your fault. Nor are parents' mistakes their children's fault. You don't need to apologize. And please excuse me."

After saying this, Theodore took Rayna's hand and helped her up, then began brushing the dirt off her knees with his own hand.

"D-Duke's Son. T-This..."

Perhaps never having received such treatment before, Rayna looked surprised and flustered. Seeing this, Yuria felt relieved that Theodore was being kind to her.

"I agree with Duke's Son Theodore. This isn't Young Lady Artin's fault. It's William Artin's fault—his wrongdoing."

Yuria also spoke with a gentle smile to Rayna. Looking dazedly at her smile, Rayna called out to her with a trembling voice.

"Y-Young Lady Arsein..."

Perhaps because she hadn't expected such comfort in return? Rayna's eyes were trembling pitifully.
Seeing this, Yuria felt incredibly sorry for her.
How much emotional suffering must she have endured to show such vulnerability at a simple gesture of comfort?

*That's too cruel.*

Yuria found William Artin even more unforgivable.
Having a sister of similar age to Rayna whom she cherished, her contempt and hatred for William grew even stronger.

* * *

"This is not Young Lady Artin's fault, so there's no need to apologize like this."

Rayna was surprised by Theodore's words and opened her eyes slightly wider. His refusal wasn't just rejecting her apology but stating it wasn't her fault—she couldn't grasp what he was feeling right now.

"D-Duke's Son Skyroad?"

"William Artin's wrongdoing is not your fault. Nor are parents' mistakes their children's fault. You don't need to apologize. And please excuse me."

After saying this, Theodore took Rayna's hand and helped her up. Then he began brushing the dirt off her knees with gentle hands.

"D-Duke's Son. T-This..."

Having such a handsome man show her this consideration would be a dream for many young girls. But Rayna was feeling something completely different from what typical girls might feel.

*If I had a proper older brother... would it feel like this?*

As she had heard, Theodore Skyroad's appearance was remarkably similar to her brother William Artin.
It wouldn't be an exaggeration to say they looked like twins.
So Rayna wondered what it would be like if he really was Theodore Artin.

She thought how nice it would be if someone who could treat her so kindly was actually her real brother.
But considering what her mother Ceres had done, Rayna didn't voice these thoughts.
She was simply surprised and flustered.

"I agree with Duke's Son Theodore. This isn't Young Lady Artin's fault. It's William Artin's fault—his wrongdoing."

Then Yuria Arsein spoke with a gentle smile.

*She's beautiful...*

Seeing her smile made her already beautiful appearance even more stunning.
Rayna thought that this must be why her brother William had been blinded by desire and committed such a mad act, and she felt bitter about how angry Theodore must be at William for targeting such a beautiful fiancée.

*If it weren't for this situation, could we have had a good first meeting?*

With such thoughts, Rayna called out to her with a trembling voice.
If only such people were her real brother and his fiancée, how wonderful would that be? As her own emotional struggles came to mind, she felt her emotions intensifying.
But she forcibly held back the tears that threatened to spill.

She couldn't be so rude to people she was meeting for the first time.

"Y-Young Lady Arsein..."

Then Yuria approached and gently took her hand.

"It's okay to cry if you want to. You seem to be going through a lot emotionally. If you ever have difficulties or need comforting words, feel free to visit anytime. Young Lady Artin will always be welcome."

"Ah, I..."

Rayna was speechless.
Such kindness!

The first thought that came to Rayna's mind was this.

"Young Lady Artin, as Yuria said, you're welcome to visit anytime."

At Theodore's following words, Rayna realized tears were already streaming down her face.

"Y-Young Lady."

The suddenly sidelined maid, not knowing what to do, hurriedly took out a handkerchief to wipe Rayna's tears. But Theodore was faster than her.
He took out a handkerchief from his spatial storage and gently wiped the tears flowing down Rayna's face.

* * *

That's right, it's not your fault.
Rayna Artin.
My blood sister.

You've done nothing wrong.
Just as I did nothing wrong.

Ch.32 - {I Promise}
"I'll make a promise"

"I-I showed an embarrassing side of myself."

Rayna felt embarrassed when she realized that after coming to apologize, she ended up being comforted and even shedding tears once her emotions had calmed somewhat.

"There's nothing to be embarrassed about, Lady Artin. I told you that you could come anytime, so please feel comfortable here."

"Young Lord..."

Rayna felt a fierce surge of emotion, separate from the depression she had been feeling due to stress, at Theodore's kind words.
How should she express this feeling?

*It's difficult to express.*

Even Rayna herself couldn't define it in a single word.
The accumulated sorrow, fear and resentment toward her brother William, curiosity about her eldest brother Theodore whom she didn't even know the face of and who had long disappeared during the time she remembered, and the desire for a proper brother.

The numerous emotions she normally kept inside mixed together.
But she knew what she wanted.

"Then, though it may be presumptuous of me to ask Duke Skyroad and Lady Arsein... may I make one request?"

"It's fine, please don't hesitate to ask."

After hearing Theodore's response, Rayna looked back and forth between Theodore and Yuria for a moment.
He had an appearance identical to William's, like twins, and since her mother Ceres called him Theodore, Rayna thought there was a non-zero possibility that he might actually be her real brother, Theodore Artin.

But that wasn't what mattered to her.
Even if he really was Theodore Artin, she would never want to forgive that terrible life at House Artin, so it made sense that he would identify as Theodore Skyroad.

Therefore, even if he really was Theodore Artin, or had been Theodore Artin in the past, the fact remained that he was now Theodore Skyroad.
So, having decided not to ask about the truth, Rayna resolved to make a personal request to this person she had just met today, Theodore Skyroad, and his fiancée, Yuria Arsein.

"Um... may I call you big brother and big sister from now on? Oh, was that request too rude?"

Theodore's hand gently stroked Rayna's head as she carefully made her request while nervously checking their reaction.

"Ah..."

Rayna's eyes trembled.
Theodore's gentle touch on her head and his kind smile were exactly what she had always dreamed of.

"You can call me that anytime if that's what you want."

"I'm perfectly fine with it too. Call me whatever makes you comfortable."

Rayna nodded with slightly teary eyes at Theodore and Yuria's words.

"Yes! Theodore brother, Yuria sister. Thank you both so much."

"You don't have to be so formal, you can speak comfortably with us."

"I agree. Feel free to speak however you like."

Theodore and Yuria simultaneously suggested that she speak to them casually.
However, Rayna shook her head.

"No, I'm more comfortable being formal. It's become a habit for me. Just allowing me to call you brother and sister... thank you."

Rayna realized her honest feelings.
She was struggling so much that she wanted to lean on someone and depend on them.

Though they were strangers, she found herself wanting to rely on these two people who treated her so kindly.

*Coming to apologize... and ending up making requests like this.*

She felt self-loathing.
But at the same time, she found the situation incredibly tempting.

"You can come visit comfortably anytime, Rayna. Let me know if you ever need a sister."

Rayna unconsciously smiled a little as Yuria spoke kindly to her.
She who was always depressed was finally able to smile brightly for once.

"Yes! Thank you, sister."

Then Rayna asked Theodore and Yuria:

"May I... come visit anytime... and ask for your help?"

"Yes, of course!"

Yuria said with a smile. And Theodore followed in a calm tone:

"I promise, Rayna, I'll treat you just like this whenever you come to visit."

* * *

After Rayna left, Theodore stood silently for a while.
Seeing him like this, Yuria carefully asked:

"Um, Duke's Son Theodore? You've been quiet for a while... are you alright?"

"It's nothing."

Theodore waved his hand lightly as if it really was nothing.
However, Yuria could sense that he was deeply troubled.

*He must be feeling complicated.*

Rayna Artin's appearance must have been quite shocking.
Despite her status as the daughter of House Artin, she went around apologizing for her brother's wrongdoings, and this sight seemed to have given him much to think about.

"That child has done nothing wrong... it's sad to see someone even younger than my sister suffering so much emotionally."

"Do you pity her?"

Theodore asked in response to Yuria's words.
When asked if she pitied her, Yuria nodded.

"Yes, unlike you, Duke's Son Theodore, that child is fragile and needs help."

Theodore Skyroad didn't need pity; as far as she knew, he was arrogant but had the abilities to back it up.
But Rayna Artin was just a young girl who couldn't stand on her own.
She couldn't help but feel deep sympathy for her.

"Yes, I suppose so."

Theodore nodded, affirming Yuria's words.
Though she had expected it, seeing him agree with her so easily felt strange.

"It's surprising to see you agree so readily, Duke's Son Theodore."

"A genius who looks down on the world is often misunderstood by people. But that doesn't change the fact that I'm human too. I have a sister, so I understand."

Judith Skyroad.
Come to think of it, Theodore had a sister whom he adored dearly, though they weren't related by blood, and she happened to be the same age as her own sister, Lilia.

Feeling a curious commonality with him, Yuria asked:

"Are you thinking about Lady Judith?"

"Partly. My sister Judy is always bright and energetic. Seeing Rayna naturally reminds me of her."

Confirming that he felt the same sympathy as she did, Yuria empathized with his troubled feelings.
If someone had told her a few days ago that she would feel this kind of empathy with the annoying genius who wore a mask to others and was only kind to people from House Skyroad, she wouldn't have believed it.

"Let's get back to training for now. Classes start next week, so I'll teach you a few more things until then."

"Yes."

* * *

*So many events happening one after another.*

Theodore thought about how it was only Friday afternoon, with three days still remaining until Monday.
After teaching Yuria a few methods of power manipulation and instructing her to practice, he entered his assigned mansion and immediately cast a spell.

A rectangular screen-like image appeared before him, and someone's face appeared on it.

[I've been waiting, Duke's Son Skyroad.]

Theodore knelt on one knee and bowed respectfully.

"Theodore Skyroad, heir to House Skyroad, greets Your Majesty, the Emperor of the Arkan Empire."

The Emperor of the Arkan Empire nodded at his greeting.

[Yes. Duke's Son Skyroad, thanks to information obtained through assassins and traces left by the foolish William Artin, we've easily discovered his crimes and are fiercely pressuring the Britannia Empire. Huh, House Skyroad and House Arsein are showing tremendous anger.]

It was natural for his family, House Skyroad, to be angry.
If someone had tried to harm any of them, he would have been angry as a *family* member too.

[And I don't know if you're interested, but the Duke of Arsein has been complaining. He says he's dying caught between his daughter and wife. Hahaha!]

Theodore smiled slightly at the Emperor's hearty laughter, as if he truly found it amusing.

"You haven't changed even after I've been gone for a few days, Your Majesty."

[What, do you think I'm an old man? I'm only 39, just 18 years older than you. Still young.]

"That's nearly twice my age."

[Tsk, as always... loyal but peculiarly unwilling to humor me. That hasn't changed even over there.]

The Emperor grumbled lightly, then cleared his throat and continued.

[Ahem! Anyway. I was thinking it might be time to reveal your true identity to the Duke of Arsein... would that be acceptable?]

"The Duchess of Arsein's issue seems serious."

[Indeed. She seemed to yield for a moment, but now she's causing a commotion, saying she'll bring Lady Yuria back by any means necessary. She insists on proceeding even against Lady Yuria's wishes.]

"So you're saying we need to reveal my identity to persuade her?"

The Emperor nodded at Theodore's words.

[Exactly. If we reveal your identity, wouldn't the Duchess of Arsein feel more at ease? Hmm, is it too much to ask?]

Only a select few in the imperial family and people from House Skyroad knew Theodore Skyroad's true identity.
Now Yuria also knew the truth, but even she only considered it near-certain, not 100% confirmed.
After all, he hadn't told her the truth yet.

*I'm hesitating.*

Theodore realized he was currently in a state of hesitation.
He hadn't seriously hesitated for a long time, always moving forward without restraint, so finding himself in hesitation was a strange sensation.

The hesitation stemmed from the fact that he hadn't yet told Yuria Arsein the truth, so he couldn't reveal it to House Arsein.

"I'm afraid that won't work. Instead, it would be better to provide more information about my actual abilities and reassure them with the fact that I'm guarding her with my life."

[Hmm, so it's not possible after all. I understand. I'll try that approach then.]

"Yes. Is there anything else?"

The Emperor nodded at Theodore's question.

[Nothing except that I'm feeling quite satisfied seeing the Britannia Empire groveling before our Arkan Empire. Hehe, I can't wait to reveal your true identity and see the Britannia Empire become a laughingstock after parading around with an impostor.]

The Emperor was fundamentally cheerful in nature. Even as Crown Prince, despite the age difference, he had built considerable friendships with the Duke of Skyroad and the Duke of Arsein, and consequently, his personality was well-regarded within the imperial palace.
Theodore also agreed that he was a decent Emperor.

But at the same time, the Emperor was an Emperor.
His expectation of humiliating another country for his own nation's prestige showed that he was thinking of national interests, proving he was indeed an Emperor.

"I would appreciate it if you could convey to the Duchess of Arsein that I promise to protect Lady Yuria Arsein."

[Tsk, using the Emperor as a communication tool. Would it hurt you to say it directly? Tsk.]

"Wouldn't Your Majesty's words carry more weight?"

The Emperor nodded in agreement with Theodore's words, smiling bitterly.

[That's true. Then I'll have to help the poor Duke of Arsein. He must be suffering terribly to come to me with his complaints. Tsk. He's quiet now as he's fiercely protesting alongside the Duke of Skyroad, but if this isn't resolved quickly, I might go bald from the stress. Sigh~]

Currently, the Britannia Empire was dealing with House Skyroad and House Arsein, who were fiercely protesting in anger, sweating profusely as they tried to prevent this matter from escalating.

[Then I'll end the call. Let me know immediately if any important news comes up.]

"Yes, Your Majesty. I'll keep that in mind."

Theodore then deactivated the magic, turning off the screen.

*Protests, huh. The Britannia Empire will try to downplay this incident, but they're already in the palm of my hand.*

The joker that could overturn everything was none other than himself, Theodore Skyroad.
And the Arkan Empire, to which this joker belonged, would never be intimidated no matter what the Britannia Empire said to dismiss this incident.

*Because we know that William Artin is not the real Chosen One.*

He was not the brilliant sun.
He wasn't even a single ray of sunlight, just a piece of filth lying on the street.
The Britannia Empire probably realized he was nothing but filth, yet they were forcibly packaging him as the sun, though that charade wouldn't last long.
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Monday.
Today was finally the first day of classes at Minst Academy.

*Today it finally begins.*

Yuria, who had spent the entire weekend learning various things from Theodore and repeatedly training, felt her heart flutter at the thought of taking her first step toward achieving the purpose for which she had come to study abroad at Minst Academy in the Britannia Empire.

She woke up early in the morning and did some light stretching. Then she had breakfast prepared by Theodore and got ready.

The class schedule had already been distributed on Saturday. Being not only a foreign student but also the heir to a duchy and a Young Lady, combined with the incident caused by William, Minst Academy was now being extremely cautious around the two of them, offering benefits down to the smallest details.

For example, they personally delivered the class schedule, provided detailed explanations, and made sure they would have no inconveniences while living at Minst Academy.

They also prevented other students from approaching them and even provided organized basic information about students from each department.

*The top student in the second-year Swordsmanship Department is someone named Owen Lawrence.*

She already knew who was second.

*William Artin.*

That scoundrel was second in the Swordsmanship Department.

*I really hate him.*

Yuria absolutely despised William Artin.
The difference between disliking Theodore Skyroad and disliking William Artin was so vast that they couldn't even be grouped under the same word "dislike."

Theodore Skyroad was just an accomplished person who was annoyingly good at everything.
But William Artin was, as Theodore had put it, truly like filth—someone who occupied second place through innate talent alone without making any effort, which was offensive to those who worked hard.

At least Theodore Skyroad, despite his "tyranny" of occupying the top position in every department, was known by those who mattered to have worked extremely hard for it.
Compared to him, the greedy and lazy William Artin was not even worthy of comparison.
Even if the two were twin brothers born to the same parents.

"The uniform..."

Yuria felt some aversion looking at the Minst Academy uniform. She had no complaints about the top, which was a formal jacket-style uniform.
The only issue was that because her chest was so large, she needed a special size to prevent the buttons from popping off, but that could be solved by having a custom size made.
The problem was the bottom.

"Still looks... short."

While the Jeiha Academy uniform skirt had been on the shorter side, the Minst Academy uniform skirt seemed even shorter.
Since her hips were as well-developed as her chest, she had adjusted the skirt to be slightly longer to fit her hip size. Still, it looked short.
The length that clearly exposed her thighs was too concerning for Yuria, who usually preferred to wear pants.

*I'll have to be careful with my movements.*

Reminding herself to be careful, she changed into her uniform and stood in front of the mirror to look at herself.
She was checking to see if there were any mistakes in her attire as she observed herself neatly dressed in the uniform.

"Young Lady Yuria, let's get going."

"Yes, Duke's Son Theodore. I'll be right out."

Since there was no place to attach a belt on the uniform skirt, Yuria tucked her scabbard between her elbows.
As someone who prided herself on being a swordswoman, she wanted to carry her sword with her one way or another.

*Creak—*

When she opened the door and went outside, she saw Theodore dressed in the Minst Academy male uniform.
It felt strange to see him in a completely different uniform from the Jeiha Academy one, with his tall stature and that annoyingly handsome face that everyone acknowledged.
He had the kind of looks that would probably make countless female students squeal with delight, and even Yuria had to admit his appearance was truly impressive.

*His aura is different too.*

Without his annoying show-off attitude, he seemed to have a quiet atmosphere about him that made him appear almost mysterious.

"The uniform suits you well."

Theodore casually complimented Yuria.

"Ah, thank you."

Although Yuria didn't actually like the uniform, she tried not to show it and forced a smile.

*Ugh, how embarrassing. I really hate skirts.*

While she was worrying about the skirt length, concerned that the wind might blow, Theodore said:

"You don't like the skirt, do you?"

"Ah, you noticed."

Yuria didn't deny it.

"You're a swordswoman. I knew you wouldn't like skirts."

She couldn't move vigorously in a skirt, so it was natural that she wouldn't like it as a swordswoman.
However, since this was the female student uniform, she had to wear it like this during regular hours before classes.

*Until recently, Duke's Son Theodore wouldn't have cared about such things.*

Whether she liked something or not would have been of no interest to him. But now he was genuinely paying attention to what she had to say.
This change still felt unfamiliar, but she didn't dislike it.

*He doesn't seem annoying anymore.*

Yuria realized that her impression of Theodore had changed.
And suddenly curious about something, she asked:

"Duke's Son Theodore, are you not going to praise yourself today either?"

"Not to you."

Theodore answered and added:

"What would be the point of telling you about my good qualities? Besides, my judgment about you was wrong."

"Oh my, was it?"

As Yuria let out a small laugh, Theodore said, "Let's get going now," and started heading toward the main campus of Minst Academy. Yuria followed behind him, and as they left the mansion area where they as foreign students had been staying, they would now officially encounter numerous students.

"Huh?"

"Have we had students like them at our school?"

"Wow~ They're killing it."

"The guy looks... he looks a lot like Wi-William."

"He's handsome... has a good aura... but reminds me of William."

They could hear students muttering, seemingly reminded of William Artin when looking at Theodore.
They were associating Theodore's appearance with William's image.

*His infamy must be severe.*

It was a natural reaction, considering that a scoundrel like William wouldn't have behaved properly within the academy.

"Hey, you two there."

Theodore suddenly pointed at the two who had compared him to William.

"Uh, what?"

"A-are you talking to us?"

"Yes, green hair and brown hair. I'm talking to you two."

"W-we have names, Charlie and Harvey..."

"Uh... d-do you need something?"

Theodore declared to the two male students, Charlie and Harvey, who seemed wary perhaps because of his resemblance to William:

"Your comparison is deeply offensive. To compare me, Theodore Skyroad, to mere filth scattered on the street like William Artin is truly insulting."

The two male students' expressions changed as if they realized they'd made a mistake.
And in this situation, numerous students began to gather around.

*Duke's Son Theodore, could it be?*

Come to think of it, he had asked her to bear with him starting from Monday.
That incident seemed to be referring to this moment.

"Wow, she's killing it."

"Amazing, why haven't we noticed such a female student before?"

"Hey, hey. Watch what you say! That person is Young Lady Arsein! A foreign Young Lady who came to study abroad from Jeiha Academy! The person next to her is her fiancé, Theodore Skyroad."

Students continued to mutter, captivated by Yuria's beauty, but each time, those who knew Theodore and Yuria's identities quickly stepped in to correct them.

As people gathered around, Theodore crossed his arms and said:

"More spectators have gathered than I expected. Well, that works out well. Let me warn all of you. I am Theodore Skyroad, heir to House Skyroad, and from today, I will be attending Minst Academy as a foreign student for one year. By the way, I hope you won't foolishly compare me to someone named William Artin. I am as radiant as the sun standing above the clouds, whereas William Artin has degraded himself to be nothing more than filth crawling on the ground."

Theodore's words were pure provocation.

"What? Is he crazy?"

At that moment, Theodore suddenly pointed at the speaker.

"Hey, you there."

"Uh, what?"

"Did you just call me crazy? How foolish. Unable to recognize the difference in our levels with your meager perspective, you resort to mere insults. Judging by your appearance, you seem to be from the Swordsmanship Department."

"S-so what if I am?"

"Draw your sword. I challenge you to a duel."

As Theodore said this and pulled out his sword from subspace, Yuria realized he was establishing dominance.

*Duke's Son Theodore... does he plan to continue dueling here too?*

Yuria remembered what Theodore had done at Jeiha Academy.
He would provoke numerous people, then overwhelm all challengers with his superior skills.
By doing so, he impressed his overwhelming ability on everyone and even managed to quickly gain followers while becoming the top student in every department.

"D-don't be ridiculous. W-why should I duel you?"

The male student's voice was trembling with fear.
However, his fear wasn't directed at Theodore.

He was automatically associating Theodore Skyroad with William Artin and was terrified.
It made her wonder what William had done to his fellow students at the academy to instill such fear.

"How unpleasant. You're looking at me but thinking of William. To try to obscure your view of my brilliant existence with mere filth is truly absurd."

Then Theodore revealed his arrogant demeanor without hiding it and said:

"Rest assured. My skills are at such a high level compared to yours that subduing you without injury is an extremely simple task for me."

"Hey, don't look down on me!"

The male student gritted his teeth and drew his sword, but being subdued by Theodore was instantaneous.
By deliberately drawing a crowd and showing how he subdued someone who insulted him in a duel, Theodore immediately made himself the center of attention, and students were already showing interest.

"Did you see that swordsmanship just now?"

"It was instantaneous. Wow~ He just moved his sword once and deflected the opponent while subduing him."

"To deflect an attack like that and subdue him so simply. What amazing sword skills."

First came admiration for the swordsmanship Theodore had demonstrated.

*Duke's Son Theodore, what exactly are you planning?*

Previously, Yuria would have simply seen his character as annoyingly boastful and insincere toward others. But now that she had realized one important fact, she couldn't view Theodore's actions of blatantly advertising his excellence in such an annoying way with the same perspective as before.

She still thought he was annoyingly excellent, and that opinion hadn't changed.
However, she had now figured out from the events of the past few days that he actually became very considerate once he allowed himself to care for someone, which was why he deliberately maintained distance to avoid forming attachments.

*Should I help him a little?*

Yuria wondered if she should help Theodore with whatever he was doing.
However, she simply couldn't bring herself to boast and show off like Theodore did.

If she tried, she might seriously consider preparing a rope and hanging herself out of shame for about one second.
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*And Theodore doesn't need help anyway.*

Since intervening might actually be a hindrance, Yuria decided to simply observe for now.

"Weak."

Theodore assessed the male student he had faced with just one word.

"Ugh!"

The defeated male student seemed to feel humiliated.
But Theodore looked down at him with an incredibly arrogant gaze and said:

"There's no need to feel humiliated. Though your skills were too weak, you can make the excuse that you had a bad opponent. So take comfort in the excuse that you lost because your opponent was too strong."

It was extremely provocative.
But Yuria didn't sympathize with the person hearing those words.
She believed that if someone talked behind others' backs and got challenged to a duel, they should accept the consequences.

*What if I received a duel challenge for such a reason?*

Yuria would have felt humiliated too and would have thought, "I'll definitely defeat you someday."
And she would have thought she needed to work even harder, repeatedly training to become stronger somehow.

But that male student couldn't even properly refute, nor could he make a promise to defeat Theodore someday.
As someone walking the path of a swordsman, Yuria found this aspect truly disappointing.

*Why is that person even walking the path of a swordsman?*

Yuria herself had a dream of becoming a swordsman whose name would resound throughout the continent.
But unlike her, there were those who stepped onto the path of swordsmen just because it looked cool or for show, and while Yuria didn't particularly question them, honestly speaking, she didn't view them favorably.
It felt like they were treating the dream she had committed her life to as something trivial.

"Hey! That's going too far!"

Lost in her thoughts, Yuria heard someone shouting at Theodore.

"Going too far?"

Theodore asked with an arrogant smile.

"Is it wrong to offer comfort to someone who was gossiping behind others' backs, got challenged to a duel, and lost?"

"What?"

"If you have a complaint, try challenging me to a duel. You seem to be from the Swordsmanship Department too, and while you might be a bit better than this guy, compared to my level standing in the sky, you're really crawling on the ground."

The male student with murky brown hair frowned when confronted with Theodore's incredibly arrogant words.
However, he couldn't rashly challenge Theodore's words.

"Anyone who has a problem with me, from any department, speak up. Except for divine power, I'll duel you in any field, adapting to your area. Magic, spirit arts, any weapon technique or physical technique, it doesn't matter."

Theodore's words sounded too outrageous to those who didn't know his abilities in detail.
He was just a second-year academy student.
Even those who had seen Theodore's swordsmanship and acknowledged his terrifyingly excellent skills found his boastful claims about fields other than swordsmanship unpleasant.

"You talk big. Then how about we settle this with fists?"

A giant who seemed to be over 190cm tall stepped forward with a frowning face.
Though in uniform, his gait and build showed how much he had trained his body.

"Fists... that's fine."

Theodore wasn't short either, with a height exceeding 180cm, but the giant was even taller.
Moreover, despite wearing the academy uniform, his imposing physique was quite intimidating.

"I am Theodore Skyroad, heir to House Skyroad. You should consider hearing my introduction the honor of your life."

"What an incredibly arrogant bastard! I'm Henry of House Smith!"

After introducing himself, Henry took off his uniform jacket and then his shirt, revealing a body trained with impressive muscles.
Then he clenched his fists.
Judging by his stance as he prepared to strike, he seemed quite well-trained.

"Well, you're much better than that guy from earlier."

Theodore acknowledged that much.

"I'll admit you at least deserve to look up at the clouds."

But what came from his mouth were incredibly arrogant remarks.

"Haaaaa!"

Henry's fist, with muscles visibly tensing with power, flew toward Theodore's handsome face.
Many female students momentarily worried that his handsome face would be ruined, but fortunately, their concerns were unfounded.

"Too slow."

Theodore easily avoided the attack by simply taking one step.

"Kuk!"

Sensing that Theodore had dodged his attack too easily and that his movements were extraordinary, Henry gritted his teeth and attacked again. Despite his large build, his consecutive punches were quick and fast, but Theodore avoided all attacks by simply moving his body slightly sideways or walking to the side.

"Kuk!"

Henry's expression visibly soured.
He realized that Theodore's skills were truly as different as standing in the clouds compared to his own, just as Theodore had claimed.

"I've seen your level. Now let's end this."

Theodore suddenly grabbed Henry's fist head-on instead of dodging.

"H-he caught Henry's punch so easily?!"

"I-impossible. Instead of dodging or deflecting, he blocked it with one hand!"

The Minst Academy students watching had expressions of astonishment.
Theodore Skyroad's talent was the epitome of unfairness.
But the reason Yuria evaluated him much more generously than William, despite finding his talent annoying, was because she knew Theodore's efforts to nurture that talent.
Even when teaching her, he was someone who understood that talent without effort was nothing.

*Duke's Son Theodore, you deliberately dodged earlier to analyze your opponent's techniques.*

He had repeatedly avoided attacks to visually confirm Henry's attack patterns.
Now he would have figured out his fighting style and would organize how to deal with opponents of this type by recalling their movements.

*But he didn't go this far before?*

Yuria wondered why Theodore's demeanor seemed worse than at Jeiha Academy.

"Kuk, aaaaargh!"

When Theodore gripped Henry's fist and applied pressure, Henry could be seen screaming and falling to his knees.

"I'll acknowledge your skills are decent. Even though the difference in our abilities is so great that you can't even reach my feet, I'll let you touch my toes in recognition of your efforts so far."

After saying that, Theodore lifted his foot and pressed down on Henry.

"Kuk!"

Henry was powerlessly subdued, literally under Theodore's foot.

"What a pity. If you weren't from the Britannia Empire but from the Arkan Empire, I might have been able to teach you."

From Theodore's words, Yuria understood why his demeanor seemed worse than at Jeiha Academy.
At Jeiha Academy, when dueling like this, if the opponent had talent and was hardworking, Theodore would speak arrogantly but still offer some advice. Compared to that, here he was mercilessly crushing his opponents.

"Kuk!"

"If you were from my homeland, the Arkan Empire, I would have taught you, but I'll just say this one thing to you: You lose."

After saying that, Theodore lifted Henry up and, while holding him firmly, delivered a punch precisely to his abdomen with his free hand.

"Urgh!"

Henry's face contorted with shock, and his large body collapsed to the ground like a puppet with cut strings.

"H-Henry lost like that?"

"Just how big is the difference in their levels?"

By this point, the Minst Academy students, especially those from combat-oriented departments like the Swordsmanship Department, couldn't help but notice.
Theodore Skyroad's abilities weren't just in swordsmanship; his basic physical combat skills were on a completely different level.

"Theodore Skyroad! I challenge you to a duel!"

A male student who appeared to be a fourth-year stepped forward.
The Minst Academy students' uniform jackets had the school emblem with numbers indicating their year, and the student challenging Theodore now had the number 4, making it easy to identify.

"Senior Karon?"

"It's Senior Karon!"

The expressions of the Minst Academy male students brightened slightly.
They seemed to have expectations that he would break the one-sided flow of being dominated by someone from Jeiha Academy.
By now, Theodore's wide-ranging provocation had escalated into a battle of pride between Minst Academy and Jeiha Academy.

"A challenge to me. I acknowledge your spirit. I can't understand the heart of someone who desperately tries to reach for the sky that's utterly beyond reach, but I've heard such people exist, and that must be you."

The fourth-year male student was angered by Theodore's incredibly arrogant provocation.

"My name is Karon of House Russell! Remember it!"

"Karon Russell."

As Theodore murmured Karon Russell's name, Karon asked:

"Hmph! So you've heard of my name?"

"No, this is the first time."

Karon's expression twisted at Theodore's words.

"What? You don't know me?"

Yuria, on the other hand, had heard of Karon Russell.

*Fourth-year swordsmanship second place.*

That was the reason he stepped forward confidently despite seeing Theodore's skills.
Even after witnessing Theodore's abilities, he had the confidence that he, the second-best swordsman among the fourth-years, could win.

"Then why did you say my name?"

"You seem to be as stupid as you are unaware of your position. I just called your name once because you told me to remember it."

Karon was momentarily speechless at Theodore's remark.

"Kuk! Then I'll make you remember!"

Gritting his teeth, he pointed his sword at Theodore and moved.

But Yuria already knew what the outcome would be.

*That person is weaker than me.*

Yuria could tell at a glance that Karon's skills were below her own.
She felt somewhat disappointed that the fourth-year second place was below her own skill level.

"Aaaaargh!"

As Yuria had predicted, Karon was struck by the flat of Theodore's sword and flew back with a scream.
There was a moment of silence among the crowd as Theodore so easily subdued even the fourth-year swordsmanship second place.

"Impossible..."

"Even Senior Karon falls so easily?"

It was a moment of deep shock and sense of defeat for the Minst Academy students.

"He looks like William, but his skills are completely different."

"To think he's that strong. Is this even possible?"

Theodore, having revealed his presence at Minst Academy, instantly made his mark with overwhelming skills.
And then:

"Then may I challenge you too?"

A fairly handsome man with golden-brown hair, but with somewhat of a playboy impression, addressed Theodore.

"It's Senior Jade!"

"Senior Jade!"

The Minst Academy students were already revealing his identity.

*Jade? Jade Miller?*

Yuria also remembered that name carefully.
Jade Miller was the name of the top student in the Magic Department among the fourth-years at Minst Academy.

"A magician."

Theodore immediately recognized which department he belonged to.
Being an excellent magician himself, he must have sensed the magical energy.

"Yes. You just said you're confident in everything except divine power, right? How about a magic duel with me?"

"I already said it doesn't matter."

"Hehe, really? Then how about this? Let's make a bet."

Yuria felt slightly uncomfortable as she noticed Jade's gaze directed at her.
She immediately recognized that the look in his eyes was full of desire for her.

"If I win, will you lend me your fiancée for just one day? I'd like to have a hot date with that beautiful lady."
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Jade Miller was born into the Miller Count family, a renowned magical family in the Britannia Empire. Though they held the rank of count, they were an ancient prestigious family that had produced powerful mages throughout generations, including several who reached the level of Archmage.

While swordsmen who wielded ki were powerful forces, mages excelled when facing multiple opponents. Since exceptional mages were far fewer in number than exceptional swordsmen, they received preferential treatment.

Born into such a distinguished magical family, Jade's talent was recognized from an early age, earning him tremendous support. He studied from numerous magic books annotated by Archmages themselves and consistently received excellent medicines to increase his internal mana.

After enrolling at Minst Academy, he easily claimed the top position in the Magic Department from his first year, thanks to his innate talent and the extensive support from his family. With his good family background, top academic standing, and handsome appearance, many women were attracted to him.

Now in his fourth year and approaching graduation, he had gone through countless women to reach his current position.

*I heard a foreign exchange student from Jeiha Academy is coming today.*

Jade was interested in the exchange student. Not Theodore Skyroad, who reportedly held top positions in various departments at Jeiha Academy, but rather his fiancée, Yuria Arsein, who would be accompanying him.

*From what I've heard, she's truly an exceptional beauty.*

She would be a second-year student at the academy, making her two years younger than him.

Unlike Jeiha Academy, where top positions were determined later in the academic year and students informally recognized the most skilled and second most skilled in each department, Minst Academy officially designated top and second positions from the beginning of the year.

These positions could change based on skill, with countless replacements occurring through challenges. This meant that everyone in the same year and department was a potential challenger to those holding the top positions.

Having claimed the top position in the fourth-year Magic Department through skill comparisons at the beginning of the term, Jade was filled with pride at the prospect of graduating with the honor of holding the top position for four consecutive years. His future after graduation looked promising.

However, he believed that someone as exceptional as himself deserved an equally exceptional woman.

*I can't choose just anyone to carry my excellent seed.*

Despite being a womanizer who had gone through numerous women, his family never took issue with his behavior because he was always meticulous with contraceptive magic, preventing any problems with unwanted children.

*Yuria Arsein. I hear she's considered the most beautiful woman in the Arkan Empire. Her mother, the Duchess Arsein, was also famous for her beauty.*

Even as a citizen of the Britannia Empire, Jade had learned about how Duke Arsein had struggled in his youth due to his infatuation with the Duchess's beauty while gathering information about Yuria Arsein. It seemed the Duke had endured quite a tearful ordeal, which Jade couldn't understand.

*Why would someone of a duke's standing be so submissive and deferential?*

Even now, rumors circulated that the Duke was henpecked, always mindful of the Duchess's mood.

*She might be a bit sharp-tongued, but I can tame her properly.*

If Yuria Arsein was truly as beautiful as rumored, Jade was determined to make her his woman, regardless of her being a foreign duke's daughter. Though she had a fiancé, he considered that merely a troublesome obstacle that could be resolved through breaking off the engagement.

"Wow, amazing!"

"He-he looks just like William!"

Hearing the commotion, Jade sensed that the rumored exchange students had finally arrived and went to see Yuria Arsein's appearance with anticipation.

*Oh my!*

The first thing Jade felt upon seeing Yuria Arsein was shock. He couldn't believe such a beautiful woman could exist.

*Perfect!*

The moment he saw Yuria's appearance, he realized that perfect beauty truly existed in reality. He also understood that all the rumors about Yuria's beauty were true without exaggeration.

Even in the Minst Academy uniform, the curves of her full breasts were noticeable through her jacket. The luscious thighs revealed beneath her short uniform skirt, contrasting with her slender, long legs, created a fantastic harmony of proportions.

*Judging by the structure of the uniform skirt, she seems to have a firm backside too. She'll bear children well.*

Since she was reportedly second in her year in the Swordsmanship Department at Jeiha Academy, she would likely be sturdy enough to give birth easily. With these thoughts, Jade examined Yuria's beautiful face in detail.

*Incredible. I never tire of looking at her.*

Even as Theodore overwhelmingly defeated various opponents and established his presence, Jade kept his eyes on Yuria. Her beautiful face seemed flawless from any angle, and while her eyes appeared pure and gentle, they also showed strong determination, which stimulated his desire to conquer.

*I wonder what that woman would look like crying in bed?*

With such desires in mind, Jade finally turned his attention to Theodore Skyroad.

*First, I need to defeat that guy.*

Though it might be difficult to immediately claim Yuria Arsein, Jade thought that with a methodical approach, she would eventually fall into his arms. With this in mind, he issued a challenge to Theodore, who had just defeated Karon.

"May I challenge you next?"

"It's Senior Jade!"

"Senior Jade!"

At his challenge, voices of Minst Academy students introduced him. In their eyes, he could sense their expectation that he, as the top student of the fourth-year Magic Department, would defeat the exchange student Theodore Skyroad with magic and restore Minst Academy's pride.

*Hehe, seems they know me.*

Noticing that Yuria's gaze was also directed at him, Jade tried to calm himself to suppress his desire to embrace her immediately. Making a mistake due to excessive excitement here would be problematic. He needed to approach her first and then proceed step by step to make her fall for him.

"A mage."

Theodore immediately recognized that he was a mage.

"Yes. You just said you're confident in everything except divine power, right? How about a magical duel with me?"

"I already said it doesn't matter."

"Hehe, is that so? Then how about this? Let's make a wager."

Jade's gaze turned toward Yuria. He wanted to get his hands on Yuria Arsein by any means necessary and make her his woman.

"If I win, would you lend me your fiancée for just one day? I'd like to have a hot date with that beautiful lady."

At those words, a chilling murderous intent appeared in Theodore's eyes. Jade momentarily felt his knees weaken, and seeing that killing intent, he realized that contrary to rumors, Theodore seemed to value his fiancée quite highly.

*Well, with a woman whose face and figure are to die for even at a glance, that's understandable.*

As he was thinking this, Theodore spoke.

"Lady Yuria, what do you think?"

"Lord Theodore, I think it's obviously absurd. Why are you even asking?"

"Hehe, that's true, but I wanted to hear your opinion directly. I don't have the authority to make you the subject of a bet on my own."

At Theodore's words, Yuria smiled at him. Jade felt irritated by this sight. Yuria's smiling face was more beautiful than he had imagined, and while many around them were captivated by her smile, Jade was displeased that the smile was directed at Theodore. He would make that smile turn only toward himself. He would make her completely fall for him and submit to him!

"Lord Theodore, then let me say this. Just show him through your skills that such a bet isn't even worth considering. That should be fine, right?"

"Well, that's such an easy task that I almost feel sorry for being asked to do something so simple. To think I'd receive such a request just to deal with someone like him."

Hearing Theodore's words, Jade felt what could vulgarly be described as increasingly pissed off.

*How dare he look down on me!*

He didn't like Theodore's face that resembled William's. Unlike William, Theodore had an intimidating presence, and Jade noticed many women looking at him admiringly. Though Yuria seemed to show affection toward him for different reasons, Jade disliked it all the same.

"Well then, let's begin!"

The duel between the boastful Jade and Theodore showed its outcome as soon as it began.

BOOM!

"GAAACK?!"

Just as Jade was about to cast a spell, his mana suddenly exploded, hitting him directly in the face. Though he quickly surrounded himself with a barrier to protect his body, the impact of the explosion striking his face was painful enough to make his head spin.

*Wh-what's going on?*

Jade couldn't understand what had happened to him. Why had his mana suddenly exploded, canceling his spell and inflicting damage on himself instead?

"AAAAARGH?!"

And then Jade had to push such questions to the back of his mind. A pain like his insides were being twisted suddenly struck him, causing him to scream. The pain was incomparable to muscle cramps, and even with Jade's mental fortitude, he couldn't endure it without screaming.

*Th-this is!*

Even amidst the pain, he realized what was happening. The mana within his body was being twisted strangely, causing him intense internal pain!

Infiltrating someone's body with overwhelming mana and twisting their internal mana was beyond the capability of an ordinary mage. Moreover, he unwillingly understood why his spell had failed and exploded earlier. Theodore had simply infiltrated his mana into the spell Jade was trying to cast, scrambling the mana arrangement for the spell and causing it to explode.

To do something like this to a mage of his caliber would require at least the level of an Archmage.

*An-an Archmage?!*

Upon realizing his opponent's level, all other thoughts were pushed aside.

He had messed with the wrong person.

This was the first thought that came to his mind.

*Impossible! A guy two years younger than me is an Archmage?!*

Moreover, he wasn't solely focused on magic—as he had just demonstrated, his other abilities like swordsmanship were also overwhelmingly excellent!

Realizing that targeting Yuria Arsein had been suicidal, Jade hurriedly tried to declare surrender. But his mouth suddenly felt blocked, as if by something, and wouldn't open.

"You touched what shouldn't be touched, so I'll make you feel the difference in our levels as mages. I'll forcibly inject some self-awareness into you."

At Theodore's cold declaration, Jade felt genuine fear.

*No!*

As Jade's inner scream poured out, his mouth was briefly freed, but he couldn't declare surrender.

"AAAAARGH?!"

He was too preoccupied with screaming from the terrible pain.
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"Arghhhhhh!"

How much time had passed?
Jade felt as if his sense of time had become completely distorted.
It was like experiencing continuous pain in slowed time.

*Is this... just my imagination?*

When the pain subsided enough for him to observe his surroundings, Jade realized that his feeling wasn't just imagination.

*Everyone's frozen? No, they're moving ever so slightly!*

Yuria Arsein, whom he had targeted, as well as countless academy students, were barely moving at all.
Time around him seemed to be flowing so slowly that it might as well have been stopped!

"I can make you experience internal twisting pain while time flows at 1/1000th of its normal speed... What would you prefer? Tell me your preference."

Even through his agony, Jade, as a magician, realized how utterly impossible this was—time flowing at 1/1000th speed.

*Im-impossible! 1/1000th?*

Slowing time was within the realm of possibility for Archmages.
But even then, the limit was accelerating or decelerating time by a factor of 10.

Making the world's time flow at 1/1000th speed, and moreover, allowing not just himself but others to maintain normal time perception within that slowed flow—this was magically impossible.
No, the very existence of someone with such power was utterly inconceivable!

"I-I'm sorry! No, I apologize, sir!"

Jade Miller abandoned all his pride in that moment.
He had always thought of himself as special.

Born into a prestigious family that produced Archmages, his outstanding talent had earned him consecutive top rankings in his year, wrapping him in arrogance that he took for granted.
He believed that a man as exceptional as himself deserved the perfect woman like Yuria Arsein, with her flawless beauty, ducal background, and outstanding swordsmanship.
But reality proved otherwise.

*Th-this man is a monster!*

His baseless confidence—his arrogance—that a man as exceptional as himself could make Yuria fall for him after just one date had been shattered, and he finally understood his place.
The man who possessed such a woman was a monster beyond imagination!

* * *

When Jade Miller wagered Yuria, what Theodore felt was a quiet rage.
In the stillness that felt as if everything had stopped, he examined what thoughts could have led Jade Miller to such outrageous words.

He must have calculated that the House of Arsein's influence was limited in this place, making proper retaliation difficult. If a foreign duchy retaliated over something as trivial as a date request, he could potentially gain public support within the Britannia Empire.
Unlike William who had openly harassed her, he could always make the excuse that he was merely asking for a date. "I simply expressed my admiration for her beauty," would be sufficient justification in his mind.
But at the root of it all was nothing but arrogance.

*Utterly arrogant.*

Born into a renowned family and experiencing nothing but success, the world must have seemed easy to him.
He was caught in the delusion born of arrogance that Yuria would fall for his exceptional self if they went on a date.
Unlike William, he had apparently put in some effort, but he had never pushed himself to his limits, too absorbed in his talent and family status.

*A few days ago, I wouldn't have been this angry. How unfortunate for him.*

To face such provocation right after Theodore had developed feelings for Yuria—it was unforgivable.

"Aaaaargh?!"

So he inflicted pain to make Jade understand his place.
As Jade repeatedly screamed in terrible agony, Theodore made him truly feel the overwhelming difference in their magical abilities.
Then he slowed time to 1/1000th of its normal speed.

"Arghhhhhh!"

After writhing in pain for a while, Jade gradually began to regain his senses.
Theodore could see him looking around and noticing that time was flowing slowly.

"I can make you experience internal twisting pain while time flows at 1/1000th of its normal speed... What would you prefer? Tell me your preference."

At Theodore's words, Jade's face drained with terror.

"I-I'm sorry! No, I apologize, sir!"

Seeing him immediately begging forgiveness, Theodore looked down at him and said:

"I'll return time to normal, so speak properly. How does it feel to face the consequences of reaching beyond your station? Quite novel to make advances on my fiancée without knowing your place."

"I-I coveted what was beyond my station!"

Despite Theodore mentioning that he had returned time to normal, Jade was too desperate to register this, frantically begging for forgiveness.
The Minst Academy students began to whisper as they watched him prostrating himself in terror.

"Senior Jade, being so servile?"

"What exactly happened?"

"From what I sensed, Theodore took control of Senior Jade's magical power. Then he infiltrated his own magic and twisted Senior Jade's power from within."

"What does that mean?"

"It means the difference in skill is overwhelming. That's a technique only possible for someone at Archmage level."

The Magic Department students were explaining what they had seen to students from other departments.

"So he's Archmage level?"

"That's impossible. An Archmage at 21?"

"That can't be... possible, right?"

Naturally, confusion spread. They couldn't believe Theodore's abilities were at Archmage level.
But Theodore was only looking down at Jade with his arms crossed.

"I failed to recognize someone far above me and committed an act beyond my station!"

As Jade continued to beg forgiveness with his head pressed to the floor, having abandoned all pride, Theodore remained surprisingly calm.

*I'm still not satisfied. I must have developed deeper feelings than I realized.*

It seemed dangerous that he had started to care for Yuria Arsein.

He was angry that someone had taken her lightly.
He was angry that such a worthless person had dared to speak of her so casually.

In truth, while Jade's intentions were impure, his actions were indirect enough that from Yuria's perspective, it was bewildering and absurd rather than severely insulting.
The provocation was more insulting to Theodore as her fiancé.

After all, he had declared his intention to ask Theodore's fiancée on a date.
But Theodore was more angered by the fact that Jade had targeted her than by the insult to himself.

"Why did you make such advances toward Lady Yuria?"

"B-because she's so beautiful! I didn't know how insignificant I was, and I dared to covet the woman of someone who is far above me! Please, please forgive my foolishness!"

Jade's state was pitiful.
Being a magician, he partially understood Theodore's power and lost his reason in fear of an overwhelming force he couldn't resist.
The irony was that as a rational magician, he rationally understood the power gap, which made him lose his rationality.

"Good heavens."

"Senior Jade, reduced to this!"

"So twisting someone's magical power is that terrifying."

The Minst Academy students were amazed to see Jade Miller—always arrogant and confident, a genius magician—showing such a servile attitude out of fear.
Not knowing Theodore's true power, they couldn't understand Jade's reaction and merely found it curious.

"Well, this is the natural consequence. The price for reaching for the heavens when you should be grateful just to look up at them."

"Y-yes! I didn't know my place! Please forgive me!"

He seemed terrified of repeating the torture of having his magic twisted while time flowed at 1/1000th speed if he wasn't forgiven. Theodore's power had also created a great fear of Theodore himself.

"Belatedly realizing one's foolishness. It's common. Those who haven't tasted bitterness fail to understand their place and fall into arrogance, imagining themselves the greatest person in the world."

Some might have said, "Isn't that you?" upon hearing Theodore's words. But that would be the narrow perspective of foolish people.
Rather, Theodore prided himself on evaluating himself more objectively than anyone.

"Jade Miller, as a magician, you were more talented than others, right? That gave you pride in being exceptional, which transformed into arrogance. And today, you crossed a line you shouldn't have crossed, overstepping your bounds, and paid the price."

"P-please forgive me. Please!"

The sight of Jade trembling in fear worse than death would be deeply imprinted in the minds of the Minst Academy students.
Then Theodore's gaze turned to Yuria.

*This is enough for me.*

He could see the intent in her eyes.
She seemed to think this level of lesson was sufficient.

*I suppose this is enough. But I should issue a warning to prevent others from overstepping their bounds.*

This was certainly effective in making his presence widely known.
But Theodore was starting to get slightly irritated that the displeasure filling his chest wouldn't subside, rather than feeling pleased that things were going according to plan.
What Jade Miller had done wasn't a capital offense.

Yet, he couldn't shake the desire to inflict even deeper pain and despair on him.

*This should be enough.*

He had already carved terrible pain into Jade's body, instilled fear in him, and shattered his pride.
On top of that, he had publicly humiliated him.
Regardless of his inner thoughts, Jade had already paid the price for his actions.

Anything more would be unbecoming of a duel.

"Then I'd appreciate it if you'd disappear from my sight. Learn to look at the sky properly."

"Y-yes! Understood!"

As Jade fled in a hurry, the reputation and image he had built at Minst Academy over four years would surely plummet.
But that was his problem and the price he had to pay.

"Let me make this clear in advance: I welcome challenges against me at any time. And I won't treat them as harshly as those who came before. However, if you dare to speak carelessly about my fiancée, you'll pay the price for touching what shouldn't be touched."

Theodore spoke with a slight pressure in his voice.
While he appeared like a ferocious beast, the female students were showing interest in Theodore's handsome appearance and overwhelming strength, their eyes gleaming.
This was a familiar gaze to Theodore, but also one that held no meaning for him.

"As someone who has sworn to protect Lady Yuria with my life, remember this clearly. I will not forgive any disrespect toward her."

As he spoke, Theodore realized he had become unusually emotional rather than rational.
Yuria seemed to notice this too, as she was looking at him with a slightly surprised expression.
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"I swear to protect Lady Yuria with my life if necessary, so remember this well. I will not forgive any disrespect toward her."

From Theodore's declaration, Yuria felt that his words weren't simply spoken out of obligation.
The emotion in his voice felt genuine, not an act.

When her eyes met Theodore's, Yuria looked at him with slight surprise.

'He grumbled about starting to care for me... could that be the reason?'

Such thoughts arose in Yuria's mind.

"Senior Jade lost so miserably."

"They say he might be a grand mage..."

"He's unbeatable in swordsmanship, martial arts, and magic."

"I wonder if he's also exceptional in spirit arts?"

Although he hadn't yet demonstrated his spirit arts or some other abilities, having shown terrifying skill in swordsmanship, martial arts, and magic, people were whispering that his other abilities must also be outstanding, given his confidence in all abilities except divine power.

"Class time is approaching."

Theodore said.

"Anyone who wishes to challenge me can speak up anytime. I'll make time to face you outside of class hours."

As Theodore said this, he turned his gaze back to Yuria.
Receiving his gaze, Yuria felt embarrassed, as if she had just received a public confession.

'Ah! Why, why am I trembling like this?'

Was it because they had been getting along better than expected these past few days?
Feeling the sincerity in his words made them sound like a confession, causing her heart to flutter.

"Lady Yuria, shall we go?"

As Theodore extended his hand with a smile, Yuria sighed and said:

"Haah~ Thanks to you, I'm getting a lot of attention."

"Well, isn't that good? You wanted attention anyway, didn't you?"

"To be precise, I wanted to prove myself through my swordsmanship skills, not become gossip material."

At Yuria's words, Theodore nodded knowingly.

"Yes, I understand that well. That's why today's class will be meaningful, right?"

It wouldn't be difficult for Yuria Arsein to achieve her primary goal.

"Unlike Jeiha Academy, here you must always accept challenges to maintain the top and second positions, isn't that straightforward?"

"Indeed it is."

Yuria nodded at Theodore's words.
It really was too simple.
But that simplicity only meant the beginning and an opportunity.

'And I'll continue to receive challenges.'

If Yuria became the top student in the second-year swordsmanship department, countless challenges would come from those aiming for her position.
And it was clear that not only second-years but also third and fourth-year top students would challenge her to determine the hierarchy.

'It won't be limited to the swordsmanship department.'

Not just swordsmanship, but various martial arts and other weapon arts, and even mages and spirit users would likely challenge her directly.
Yuria's goal was to defeat all these challengers.

'It's not just the swordsmanship department. I won't lose to any department.'

She acknowledged that Theodore Skyrod was an unbeatable opponent.
But she had set becoming strong enough to land a hit on him as her primary goal, defining him as a towering wall that she would eventually have to overcome.
No matter how high and treacherous the wall, she would not give up on her dream.

And today was the beginning of that journey.

The first class for second-year swordsmanship students took place in a lecture hall.

Built large enough to accommodate hundreds of people, the lecture hall had a theater-like structure with tiered seating that rose higher with each level. At the front was a podium where the professor would deliver lectures.

As Yuria entered the lecture hall, she felt all eyes turn to her and Theodore.

'So this is what such attention feels like.'

Among those already in the lecture hall were some who had witnessed Theodore's duel earlier. They had entered the lecture hall while Theodore and Yuria were briefly conversing.

'Unfamiliarity, fear, desire, and reality check.'

Yuria could roughly guess what emotions and thoughts they were experiencing.
While she didn't dislike being called the Empire's greatest beauty in the Arkan Empire, she had come to Minster Academy in the Britannia Empire because she wanted to become famous for her swordsmanship skills that she had worked hard to achieve.

Since the influence of the Arsein ducal family didn't reach here well, she would have fought to overcome everything even if she had come alone without Theodore.

'In their eyes, I'm just a trophy for Lord Theodore.'

They were jealous of, feared, and wary of Theodore Skyrod.
But many of them had already been overwhelmed by Theodore's truly sky-high abilities and had given up on challenging him, their spirits broken.
Yuria was the exception; it would be hard to find anyone else in the entire world who would think of surpassing someone with such terrifying talent as Theodore displayed at his age.

Some might even say that she was being presumptuous because of her pretty face, or that she was acting up because she relied on being engaged to that man.
But Yuria was always sincere.
She sincerely wanted to land a hit on Theodore Skyrod and wanted to become a skilled warrior whom he would acknowledge.
And someday, she wanted to defeat him in swordsmanship.

Reaffirming her passion as a swordswoman, Yuria resolved to change the way people looked at her in today's class.

"You look determined."

As if noticing her resolve, Theodore spoke to her.

"Yes."

Nodding, Yuria carefully sat down next to Theodore.
She was conscious of wearing a skirt instead of pants, but that was something she could change later.
Thinking this, Yuria once again felt dissatisfied with the uniform regulations.

"Hey, should we approach them?"

"Didn't you hear him say he won't forgive any disrespect?"

"Ugh, he's certainly protective of his woman."

"Well, if I had a woman like that, I'd protect her for life too. I'd rather die than let someone else take her."

Yuria could hear their words.
None of them cared about her skill level in the swordsmanship department.
They were all just looking at her beauty and figure, setting limitations on her.

While Yuria didn't dislike her beauty itself, she hated the feeling that it overshadowed her efforts.
The fact that her efforts weren't being recognized meant she was being treated the same as those who hadn't made any effort.
The thought that she was receiving similar treatment to people who hadn't put in any effort felt like a denial of her hard work, causing her to clench her fist slightly and bite her lip in frustration.

At that moment, Theodore placed his hand over hers.

"L-Lord Theodore?"

"Don't worry too much. Isn't that why you came here today? To prove what you've worked so hard for. You deserve that chance."

Yuria found Theodore's kind words of comfort unfamiliar.

"That tone of yours still feels strange."

"I think so too."

Theodore agreed with Yuria's comment.

"I expected Lord Theodore to speak more arrogantly. For example, something like 'You have the right to look up at the sky from beneath it, so why don't you make those crawling on the ground realize their place?'"

"That's not it."

Theodore denied Yuria's words.
Yuria was slightly surprised by his firm denial.

"What?"

"If it were the current me, I would say something like this: You are a woman acknowledged by me, one who stands above the heavens, so trust my judgment more than your own."

At Theodore's words, Yuria looked at him for a moment before smiling slightly.

"What's that supposed to be? Still as arrogant as ever."

"I'm just stating facts. You broke my expectations and turned out to be quite the woman. I told you to trust my judgment, but since you've shattered both my judgment and expectations, I suppose it might sound unconvincing."

As Yuria laughed at Theodore's words, she belatedly realized that he still had his hand placed over hers.
Becoming aware of this, she felt a rush of embarrassment.

'He's being so natural with this skinship!'

People were now gathering in the lecture hall.
Yuria worried that someone might see the state of her hand, though it was hidden by the desk. But that was a meaningless concern since the desk concealed it.

She was just embarrassed by the physical contact.
It was simply too embarrassing. That must be all it was.

'How do I really feel about Lord Theodore?'
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Yuria wondered how she felt about Theodore.
He was her fiancé, and his attitude toward her had changed.

*Of course, he's still an annoyingly talented person.*

When she pondered this question, she didn't have much time to dwell on it.
Students had already filled the classroom and taken their seats, and a man who appeared to be a professor was entering.

"Good to see everyone today. My name is Benjamin Dizstun."

The man introduced himself.
He was a middle-aged man with a strong appearance, and Yuria had heard his name before.
Specifically, he was a somewhat famous swordsman who worked as a professor in the Swordsmanship Department at the Britannia Empire's academy.

*Benjamin Dizstun. I heard he was once from the Royal Guard Knights of the Britannia Empire, where he was known as an exceptional swordsman.*

Students who were purely pursuing the path of swordsmanship might have been excited and eager to learn from such an outstanding swordsman.
But Yuria felt surprisingly calm.

She had learned swordsmanship from excellent swordsmen invited from the Arkan Empire since childhood, thanks to House Arsein's influence.
While skilled swordsmen were likely to be good teachers, being a skilled swordsman didn't automatically make someone a good teacher.
Since she turned fifteen, despite her young age, many men had developed desires for her and tried various schemes to seduce her, but Yuria had firmly rejected them all.

Although they couldn't act rashly because of her status as the eldest daughter of House Arsein, she had drawn the line when she noticed their intentions to approach her under the pretext of teaching her swordsmanship.
As the Young Lady of House Arsein, no one could approach her too forcefully, so simply drawing that line allowed her to easily keep men at bay.

*No one teaches as well as Duke's Son Theodore.*

Besides, from what she could tell, Theodore's skills seemed far superior to those of Professor Benjamin Dizstun.

"Today we have two exchange students from Jeiha Academy! And one person is absent again today."

Yuria knew exactly who the absent person was.
It was obvious who should have been in this classroom but wasn't showing up.

*William Artin.*

The second-ranked student in the Swordsmanship Department of Minst Academy's second year was nowhere to be seen.
From what Professor Benjamin said, it seemed he was frequently absent.
Given his behavior, this wasn't surprising.

*Not even first-ranked, yet so lazy.*

Yuria found it even more detestable that William Artin had achieved second place through natural talent without much effort.
Using innate talent to easily secure second place without much effort, while countless aspiring swordsmen worked hard.
If he had been first-ranked, she might have understood.

Not only was he not so exceptional that he had nothing left to learn, he wasn't even at the top of his year, yet he was lazy and insulting the efforts of swordsmen. It seemed she wasn't the only one who disliked William's behavior.
As evidence, it wasn't hard to spot the displeased expressions on students' faces when William was mentioned.

"I don't think the exchange students would appreciate a long speech either. Isn't that right? Theodore Skyroad and Yuria Arsein."

Theodore nodded while remaining seated.

"That's correct."

Yuria also nodded slightly.
She didn't like unnecessary lengthy talks either.
The only exception was her friend Ashley, but that was allowed only because of her friendship and gratitude toward someone who had approached her and become a close friend.

"Then let's move straight to the skills test. Theodore Skyroad, you've already proven your abilities to some extent, so who would you like to face? Name anyone you wish."

For students in the Swordsmanship Department, status wasn't important.
Although discipline at the academy was becoming lax because of the scoundrel William, it was clear what Minst Academy of the Britannia Empire valued most.

*Skill.*

Simply skill! Nothing but skill.
It was about proving your abilities right from the classroom by designating a suitable opponent and dueling them.

"Hmm, I can choose anyone?"

"Yes. You can name anyone here. If you want to know the rankings, I can tell you."

Professor Benjamin was being considerate, assuming that Theodore, as an exchange student, might not know who possessed what level of skill. But Yuria thought his consideration was unnecessary.

*Duke's Son Theodore would already know who's strong and who's weak.*

And none of the students would be a match for him.
He was an annoyingly talented genius with abilities beyond William's, plus hard work.

"I can name anyone! Then I'll choose my opponent after my fiancée Yuria Arsein has named hers first."

Theodore stood up and deliberately placed his hand on Yuria's shoulder as he spoke.

"Oh?"

Professor Benjamin recognized his arrogant attitude as confidence and gave him an interested look. Though he resembled William Artin with his arrogant demeanor, unlike that mere scoundrel, he exuded firm confidence in his abilities, which seemed to have piqued the professor's interest as a swordsman, Yuria thought.

*I wish he'd take his hand off my shoulder.*

She was gradually becoming irritated by her own startled reactions to his physical contact.
However, if someone asked if she disliked it, she couldn't say yes.
So Yuria pretended it didn't bother her and slowly stood up.

*Owen Lawrence, first-ranked in the second-year Swordsmanship Department.*

She had already decided who she wanted to challenge.
It was Owen Lawrence, the current top student in the second-year Swordsmanship Department.
She wanted to defeat him and prove her abilities.

But there was one problem: she was currently wearing a school uniform skirt.
If she moved vigorously, there was a risk of exposing what was under her skirt, which would greatly restrict her movement. If she had to worry about that while fighting, she wouldn't be able to demonstrate even a quarter of her true abilities.

"You have great confidence, Theodore Skyroad."

"I'm certain that no one here is a match for me anyway."

If not for the morning incident, someone might have openly challenged him for speaking as if everyone was beneath him.
It would have been natural for at least one person to step up and test his arrogance against his skill, but no one was coming forward.

This was because Theodore's abilities demonstrated that morning had been too shocking.
Although he hadn't fully shown his swordsmanship level, rumors were circulating that his magic had reached the level of an Archmage, and the fourth-year top student Jade had been defeated miserably, suggesting his swordsmanship might be at a similar level.

"With him talking like that, Owen, what do you think?"

Professor Benjamin's question turned to Owen Lawrence.
Sitting in the middle of the classroom, Owen Lawrence was a male student with rough brown hair and a sturdy build, and unlike the other students, he was looking at Theodore's words with interest.

*The top student seems interested.*

Yuria immediately noticed that Owen Lawrence, the top student in the second-year Swordsmanship Department, was showing interest and a combative gaze toward Theodore's statement, unlike the other students.
It was clear that he at least had passion for swordsmanship.

"He seems incredibly strong. I'd like to experience it firsthand. Hey! Theodore, was it? If you're so confident, want to have a match with me?"

Theodore shook his head at Owen's challenge.

"No, you're not my opponent. Partly because I'm too exceptional and it would be pitiful for you, but mainly because someone else is meant to face you."

Theodore turned to Yuria.

"Young Lady Yuria, the stage is set. Now you can do what you want."

All eyes turned to her at Theodore's words.

"Yuria Arsein?"

"Damn, I can't see well from here."

"He's letting his fiancée face him?"

Yuria sighed.

"Haa! Now it looks like I'm joining in the provocation!"

Yuria stood up with a sigh.
Many people held their breath as they saw her appearance when she rose from her seat.
Such reactions were familiar and common to Yuria, so she paid no attention to them.
Instead, she was more interested in how Theodore would respond to her protest.

"I apologize for that. So, are you not going to fight the second-year top student?"

"No. I will."

Yuria shook her head.
She was slightly surprised that Theodore had apologized to her, but with so many eyes on them, she didn't show it.
Above all, her eyes were burning with fighting spirit at the opportunity that had come on the very first day.

"To be able to prove my skills in the first class. How could I possibly miss this chance?"

However, despite the burning passion deep in her heart, there was a problem with conducting the duel immediately.

"Just a moment... I need to change into clothes that are easier to move in."

Yuria truly cursed the existence of skirts today.
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"Please wait just five minutes."

Theodore took Yuria's hand as he spoke.

"Five minutes?"

"Yes, just enough time for Young Lady Yuria to change her clothes. That should be sufficient."

"Very well, she should at least be able to change clothes."

Professor Benjamin, aware of Yuria's skirt issue, readily gave permission. The moment he received approval, Theodore grabbed Yuria's hand and led her outside, while she quietly followed his lead.

"...I should have worn pants even if it meant breaking school rules."

Once outside the lecture hall, Yuria's first words expressed regret about wearing a skirt as she pressed down on the hem with her hand.
She remembered the many gazes directed at her.

*How embarrassing... ugh.*

Yuria could realistically—not out of paranoia—understand what those numerous stares meant. Most were likely imagining scenes of her fighting vigorously in a skirt, with it riding up to reveal what was underneath.
As a swordswoman who prided herself on her considerable achievements through hard work, she could sense other people's gazes.

She couldn't blame them for instinctively glancing at her skirt upon hearing she needed to change clothes—it was an unconscious, instinctive reaction.

"You're right."

Theodore nodded, agreeing with her words.

"It's the academy's rules that are wrong. Making you wear a skirt in the Swordsmanship Department and causing you unnecessary embarrassment."

As Theodore agreed with her and showed consideration, Yuria felt herself gradually becoming accustomed to this behavior.

"We don't have much time, so I'll take you there first."

"What?"

Yuria momentarily failed to understand Theodore's words. But as she held his hand and he took a step forward with her, she felt the space around her change.
It wasn't like a spatial transfer magic.
If they had moved through space like when coming from Jeiha Academy to Minst Academy, she would have detected the spatial shift.

Somehow, she found herself back in front of the mansion that served as her quarters!

"L-Lord Theodore, what kind of power is this?"

Yuria stammered in shock. She had never seen this type of power before.

"I'll explain it to you this evening. For now, focus on what you'll show in your first class."

Recognizing that Theodore's words were advice from a mentor teaching her swordsmanship, Yuria quickly composed herself.
While it was indeed surprising, she needed to concentrate on the task at hand.

"Yes."

Noticing the change in Yuria's expression, Theodore seemed to smile with satisfaction.

"That's it. Now, Young Lady Yuria, show them something so shocking that everyone will forget about their embarrassing thoughts."

"Something shocking?"

"Yes. Show them your skills."

"...Yes! I certainly will."

After responding energetically to Theodore's words, Yuria hurriedly opened the door and entered the mansion.
Since she had come in to change clothes, Theodore didn't follow her inside.

*He's really looking out for me.*

Yuria felt that Theodore had been genuinely considerate of her in many ways since that day.
He had arranged a place for her to fight as she wished, and now helped her change clothes.
While the skirt issue was somewhat embarrassing, it wasn't really a problem.

After all, as Theodore said, she just needed to demonstrate skills so impressive that everyone would forget about such trivial matters!

*First impressions are important. I'll show my skills from the start.*

She would show everyone how she had cultivated her swordsmanship with determination.
With this resolve, Yuria first removed her uniform top, then the skirt, and quickly changed into her preferred black leather hot pants and white t-shirt.
Though this outfit revealed her curves more than the uniform, it allowed for easier movement and finally gave her the feeling of wearing proper clothes.
The sword sheath at her waist especially reinforced this feeling.

*Good!*

Yuria felt liberated just knowing she no longer needed to worry about her skirt riding up and could move freely.
Thinking that pants were indeed better for a swordswoman, she completed her preparations to swing her sword enthusiastically.

*I will definitely win!*

For her dream, she would make her name widely known.
She would achieve the first step of her purpose for studying abroad at Minst Academy by impressing everyone with her skills by defeating the top student of the second-year Swordsmanship Department.

*And for Lord Theodore too... I'll do my best since he believes in me.*

Yuria thought of Theodore waiting outside.
She would win, if only to not disappoint him who believed in her victory.

*Ugh, it's like I'm fighting for him, isn't it?*

When her thoughts drifted in this direction, Yuria momentarily hesitated to open the door.
She felt that if she saw Theodore's face, she would be too embarrassed to bear it, and might end up hiding under her blanket at night.

*Calm down, Yuria. Calm down.*

After composing herself by repeating her own name, Yuria opened the door and came out. Theodore extended his hand to her.

"Let's go, Yuria. Show them your skills as a swordswoman."

"Yes!"

Yuria responded with exaggerated enthusiasm, deliberately trying not to be conscious of him as she took his hand. When she grasped his hand, she felt a slight tingling sensation.

*Hmm.*

Before she could think about it further, the space around her changed again. She had returned to the outside of the lecture hall in Minst Academy.

*Now it begins.*

Yuria placed her hand on the sword sheath at her waist, focusing only on the upcoming duel.
When she met Theodore's gaze, she seemed to understand what he was trying to convey without words as he slightly nodded.

*I'll definitely win.*

With that thought, she nodded back and entered the room.
All eyes turned to Yuria as she returned to the lecture hall.

"Wow~"

"Amazing!"

"Hey, keep it down. We'll get in trouble."

Yuria sensed that these admiring gazes were directed at her body's curves, but she ignored them.

"Yuria Arsein formally challenges Owen Lawrence, the top student of the second-year Swordsmanship Department."

Upon entering, Yuria made no other statement but issued her challenge.

"Good. Owen! And Yuria! Both of you come up to the platform immediately."

At Professor Benjamin's words, Yuria immediately went down the stairs and headed for the platform.
As she passed by, she felt numerous gazes on her, but she would soon turn those gazes into ones of amazement.

*I was prepared for stares like these.*

She had been prepared to study abroad where House Arsein had little influence.
She had already anticipated the gazes of those captivated by her appearance as she sought to build her reputation through the swordsmanship she had worked hard to develop.
Those stares would soon change anyway.

*I'll definitely make them change.*

With that thought, Yuria stood on the platform as Owen addressed her.

"Young Lady Yuria Arsein, you seem to be on good terms with your fiancé, Lord Skyroad?"

"Think what you will."

Yuria had no intention of engaging in lengthy conversation.
In truth, having focused on swordsmanship since childhood, she had no close friends except for her best friend Ashley.

*I didn't come here to make friends anyway.*

Theodore apparently had no intention of showing the same kindness in teaching her as he had in the Arkan Empire, now that they were in the foreign Britannia Empire.
And she had no intention of making friends in a foreign country either.
Her sole purpose for coming here was to build her reputation, and she would return after finishing this academic year anyway.

"If only you weren't a woman with a fiancé, I would have proposed to you already. I truly regret it."

Owen's expression genuinely conveyed his regret.
However, Yuria had seen many people in the Arkan Empire express similar regret upon learning she was already engaged, so this was nothing special.

"I've seen that reaction hundreds of times. If you have time for such thoughts, focus on your sword instead. I don't want to hear excuses about not concentrating properly after you lose."

In response to Yuria's sharp words, Owen simply drew his sword and gripped it.
He would answer with his sword rather than words.

*He is strong.*

Even if he had been too absorbed in his talent to put in effort, there must be a reason he was the top student in the Swordsmanship Department, surpassing William Artin.
At Jeiha Academy, she had been second in her first year because of Theodore, but excluding him, she had the best swordsmanship skills in her year.

In that sense, this duel—setting aside the exceptional Theodore who was like the sky above the sky—was a clash between the strongest second-year students from the best academies' Swordsmanship Departments in the Britannia Empire and the Arkan Empire.

* * *

Theodore smiled contentedly as he watched Yuria standing on the platform with her sword.

*Show them your skills clearly in this fight.*

To fulfill Yuria Arsein's wish.
And to shatter the pride of the Britannia Empire's Minst Academy for the sake of the Arkan Empire.

Theodore anticipated Yuria's victory for these two reasons.
After her performance in the first class, he would also demonstrate his own skills.

*I've already decided who will be the sacrifice.*

The person who would become the sacrifice in defeat to him had already been determined.
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*The atmosphere at Minst Academy is truly a mess.*

Among the students in the Swordsmanship Department, there were some with decent expressions, but many seemed to be beyond merely lacking diligence—they were completely absorbed in other thoughts.

*How unpleasant.*

Theodore felt that he still disliked people from the Britannia Empire. Strictly speaking, his own blood could be considered purely from the Britannia Empire, but his homeland was already the Arkan Empire, so he considered himself a complete Arkan Empire citizen.

Especially irritating were the gazes they directed at Yuria—it made him so annoyed that he wanted to turn them all into blind men who couldn't see.

"Young Lady Yuria really is incredibly beautiful. The rumors don't do her justice. I wonder what would have happened if William were here?"

"Hey, did you hear about that third-year senior who got caught sleeping with him recently?"

"Oh, you mean when they skipped class and got caught doing it in an empty classroom?"

"Yeah, that caused quite a commotion already."

He could hear them even bringing up William.
From their conversation, he could tell what image William Artin had among them and what kind of behavior he typically engaged in.

"I wish I could live like William~"

"Yeah, me too."

Theodore felt that things were exactly as he had thought.
The lazy genius William Artin holding second place had corrupted their minds.

No matter how hard they tried, they couldn't beat a lazy genius.
William's lifestyle—devoted to his desires without working hard like them—was that of a delinquent, but there were even those who admired him.
In other words, a group had formed that idolized a thug and wanted to live like him.

*They're just contaminated garbage who grovel before the strong while following what amounts to rotting filth on the streets. If Young Lady Yuria shows anything in this fight, it's clear they won't even be able to use it as a joke.*

While such people didn't make up the majority in the Britannia Empire, they were certainly not inconspicuous.
And if Yuria demonstrated exceptional skills to people like them, they would become even more deferential to her, already somewhat cautious due to her status.

That was the nature of strength.

*If this were before coming here...*

Unlike his time at Jeiha Academy before coming to Minst Academy, he now found himself caring so much about Yuria's affairs that even these trivial matters concerning her bothered him, which was quite annoying.

Nevertheless, he believed Yuria would win this match and was watching her fight with intense focus.

* * *

On the platform, Yuria took her stance with sword in hand.
Her opponent, Owen, had also already taken his stance, and neither exchanged any further words.

Professor Benjamin stood by to prevent any unfortunate accidents during the duel, and thus their match began.

"Hyaaah!"

Owen was seen swinging his sword, which was surrounded by energy. Having primarily learned a power-focused sword style, his sword path had a clean but aggressive aura.
Yuria had no intention of facing such an aggressive sword style head-on in a simple manner.

*Just as Duke's Son Theodore taught me!*

Against the opponent's powerful attack, Yuria decided to utilize the power of counter-force.
However, if the opponent's strength was too great, it could reverse and break through the counter-force, so Yuria chose to precisely inject the counter-force energy into only specific parts of her sword.
Concentrating the counter-force power within a small area of her sword, Yuria's stance remained unwavering as she defended against Owen's attack.

"Ugh!"

In contrast, Owen, who had attacked, was seen retreating backward as he felt the counter-force.
Seeing this, Yuria realized the inadequacy of her skills.

*Not enough.*

When she had attacked Theodore, she would have crashed hard on her back if Theodore hadn't caught her from behind after she was sent flying by the counter-force.
Compared to that, all she managed to do was make her opponent step back.

*But an opening has been created.*

Yuria didn't miss this opportunity and continued her attack.
Her sword had always pursued fast and precise attacks.

Having received additional lessons for several days from Jeiha Academy's strongest swordsman, she had learned that the path she was walking wasn't wrong, so she had confidence.

While there's a saying that there's only one end, the path of the sword had numerous branches, and just as Owen had chosen to walk the path of aggressive swordsmanship, Yuria had chosen to walk the path of fast and precise swordsmanship.

Neither was wrong for choosing different directions in swordsmanship. There were only the strong and the weak.

"Kuk!"

Owen was grimacing and quickly falling into a defensive position.
Though it might be unfair to Owen, Yuria's opponent had been none other than Theodore Skyroad.

He was the strongest swordsman not only in his year but throughout the entire academy at Jeiha Academy, surpassing even the professors, and even that seemed too narrow a scope compared to his true abilities.

After repeatedly sparring with him for days and receiving intensive training, Owen was far too easy an opponent for Yuria, even for an evaluation match.

"Impressive."

Owen, who had somehow managed to create distance and retreat, expressed his admiration.
He seemed genuinely impressed by Yuria's skills.

"I can tell now that our swords have crossed. Young Lady Yuria, I see how deep your passion for the sword is."

To Owen's words, Yuria responded in a calm tone.

"It would be strange if it weren't so. A swordsman should be sincere about their sword."

Owen nodded in agreement to Yuria's response.

"Indeed. That's how they teach at Jeiha Academy, I see."

There was a hint of bitterness in his tone as he spoke.

"Sigh, it's not unusual for students in the Swordsmanship Department to idealize skilled female swordsmen. But the year I entered will continue this messy atmosphere."

"You're talking too much. Focus on your sword."

Yuria cut him off.
She didn't care what he was thinking.
The only important thing was to settle the match.

"Right, of course."

Owen, ceasing his talk, gripped his sword again and took his stance.

"Dragging this out will only result in me being one-sidedly defeated."

As he spoke, energy could be seen concentrating from his entire body into his sword.
Seeing this, Professor Benjamin visibly startled.

"Student Owen! That attack is going too far!"

Professor Benjamin tried to stop him, recognizing what he was attempting.
No matter how much the position of top student was at stake, this was a dangerous attack that could potentially kill the opponent.

"Wow! Looks like Owen's going to use that!"

"Was Young Lady Yuria always this strong?"

"Tsk, such looks and figure, and now such sword skills too... and she's a duke's daughter, even if from another country..."

"But this is the end."

The male students of the Swordsmanship Department admired Yuria's skills, yet they were predicting Owen's victory.
Despite Owen appearing to be pushed back, everyone was confident he would turn the tables with that technique.

"It doesn't matter."

And in this atmosphere, Yuria stopped Professor Benjamin from intervening with Owen.

"I'm confident I can block it."

Yuria said as she gripped her sword.
Some might call her arrogant.
But if Yuria heard such comments, she would feel wronged, thinking she wasn't Theodore and was simply stating she could block what she was capable of blocking.
It was merely prejudice arising from Yuria's delicate outward appearance.

"Hyaaah!"

Owen charged forward, swinging his sword imbued with enormous energy.
It was an attack carrying an aura that seemed capable of crushing everything.

"Sword Combat Technique, Pulverize!"

Someone among the students muttered about Owen's attack.
Certainly, even to Yuria, it seemed dangerous to face this attack head-on.
Above all, the aggressive aura emanating from Owen might intimidate an ordinary opponent.

That brief moment would be the decisive factor determining the outcome.

*It's nothing special.*

However, to Yuria, the threat of that aura was nothing.
Having directly experienced Theodore's intense killing intent and endured it forcibly during training, there was no way she would be intimidated by this level of pressure.

*An opening.*

Therefore, Yuria quickly evaded and struck at Owen's wrist with the side of her sword.
But Owen, as if anticipating this, flexed the muscles in both arms visibly and swung his sword mid-way to deflect Yuria's sword.
Of course, he had been confident she would either block or dodge, which is why he had used such a dangerous technique in the first place.

And due to Owen's attack, Yuria's posture was momentarily disrupted, and her body seemed to float slightly in the air.
Most people thought for an instant that Yuria's defeat had been decided at this moment.

"Argh!"

However, the one who fell with a scream was not Yuria but Owen.
Using the counter-force to partially deflect the power while blocking the attack, Yuria utilized the recoil coming toward her to deliver a kick to Owen's chin.
And Owen, whose response was temporarily delayed due to the counter-force, ended up allowing the attack aimed at his chin.
It was Yuria's counter.
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"Huh? What?"

"Did Owen lose?"

"No way! Owen even used his sword technique!"

"No, more importantly, that woman didn't use her sword but her foot."

Shock was evident on the faces of all the second-year students from Minst Academy's Swordsmanship Department who were watching.

The top student of the second-year Swordsmanship Department, Owen Lawrence, had been defeated. And by a second-year female student from Jeiha Academy who had come to study abroad from the Arkan Empire, not a Britannia Empire citizen.

The shock of this fact momentarily filled the classroom.

*I won.*

Yuria pointed her sword at the fallen Owen, realizing her victory. The counter-attack that had reversed his offensive had succeeded, ending the duel with her victory.

"Ugh..."

Owen, who had been knocked down by a kick to his chin, began to regain consciousness. Having fallen to the floor with a shock that rang through his head, he came to his senses and confirmed his defeat upon seeing Yuria's sword pointed at him.

"I lost."

He acknowledged his defeat with surprising composure. Yuria nodded at his words.

"My victory."

"Whew, I never imagined you would deliver such a precise counter at that exact timing. Truly impressive skill."

When Owen acknowledged his defeat, Yuria withdrew her sword.

*I've beaten the second-year top student... now I've taken my first step.*

She had achieved the first stage of her goal in coming to study at Minst Academy, having pushed through her mother, the Duchess Arsein's, opposition.
Now that she had defeated the top student of the Swordsmanship Department, she was essentially the top student in all but name.

*Of course, Duke's Son Theodore is the exception.*

She still couldn't match Theodore Skyroad's skills, so she couldn't truly be called the strongest second-year in the Swordsmanship Department.
But Theodore Skyroad was already beyond standard levels.

*And this Owen Lawrence was stronger than I expected.*

Having actually fought him, Yuria realized that among the second-year students at Jeiha Academy, no one except herself could defeat Owen Lawrence.
Besides Theodore and herself, it seemed unlikely that any other student could win against Owen.

"The winner is Yuria Arsein."

Professor Benjamin announced with slight surprise.
He seemed impressed not only by Yuria's skill but also by how she had handled the situation.

Owen's sword technique was meant to intimidate opponents, and at the student level, most would become momentarily stiff from the pressure, revealing openings. However, Yuria, having directly experienced Theodore's killing intent, could easily withstand Owen's intimidation.

*What I learned from Duke's Son Theodore was a great help.*

Yuria's eyes met Theodore's, who was watching her. Seeing him nod with a subtle smile as if to say "well done," she felt a unique joy rising within her.

Satisfaction from accomplishment?
Or happiness from being acknowledged?

She was somewhat confused about how to express it, but one thing was certain.
She was extremely happy right now.

If there hadn't been so many eyes watching, she would have jumped and cheered.

"I'd like to ask something briefly."

Yuria was about to leave the platform to go where Theodore was, but Owen, who had just gotten up, called to her, so she paused.

"What is it?"

"Well, it's nothing much. I've just become interested in this place called Jeiha Academy. Are there more warriors like you there?"

Looking at Owen's eyes, Yuria could tell that he had gained some insight from their duel.

"Are you asking about strength? Or about mindset?"

Owen gave a bitter smile at Yuria's question.

"You understand. Well, it's embarrassing to say, but we have someone at our Minst Academy who muddies the waters."

It was obvious who he meant by "someone who muddies the waters."
William Artin, it was clearly him.

"He lives an incredibly dissolute life and takes second place without any effort, just because he's supposedly 'The Chosen One.' Many have lost their motivation because of this."

"Then they were only meant to go that far in the first place."

Yuria said coldly.
Professor Benjamin, as a professor at Minst Academy, should have stopped this conversation that was damaging his academy's reputation, but as a warrior himself, he simply let the conversation continue.
He was actually quietly focusing on what was being said.

"But it's unfortunate that there are people who might have been different. At our Minst Academy, quite a number of female students have had sexual relations with William, but because he's 'The Chosen One,' even the Headmaster finds it difficult to restrain him."

"I know."

Having directly seen and experienced his disrespectful behavior even in front of Headmaster Albert, Yuria understood what he was talking about.

*He's probably a fake anyway.*

There was no way someone like William could be The Chosen One.
In Yuria's opinion, The Chosen One should be someone truly overwhelming and, frankly, unpleasant to fit the position.

*Like Duke's Son Theodore.*

Without realizing it, Yuria's thoughts turned to Theodore, and she habitually looked in his direction.
And even as she briefly glanced at Theodore, Owen continued speaking.

"Since even the Headmaster can't restrain him, the atmosphere of respecting the academy's laws has weakened. Because of William's actions, who breaks the academy's rules without a second thought, discipline has collapsed."

And Yuria denied Owen's words.

"No."

"Hmm?"

Owen looked slightly surprised, not expecting Yuria to contradict him.

"Certainly, William Artin may have had some influence. But if things have fallen apart, it means those people only had that much passion as warriors to begin with."

Yuria said coldly.
She had already witnessed glimpses of the monstrous skill of Theodore Skyroad, who combined overwhelming talent with hard work.
Yet she had not given up on her dream of someday surpassing him as a swordsman.

If you truly desire something desperately, you must be prepared to overcome any wall, no matter how high.
Yuria Arsein did not acknowledge those without such determination.

"What's broken isn't the discipline. What's broken are the people themselves. They have simply collapsed on their own."

Yuria left those words as she descended from the platform.

* * *

After coming down from the platform, Yuria walked straight to where Theodore was.
Her ascent up the stairs one by one drew attention, but unlike before, most reactions were hushed.
Having confirmed her skills, the second-year students of Minst Academy's Swordsmanship Department had begun to be wary of her.

*Some still refuse to acknowledge it.*

There were some who muttered that her victory was invalid because she had used a kick.
But while swordsmen centered on their swords and fought wielding them, they didn't fight with swords alone.
Depending on the situation, they might strike an enemy with an elbow or kick them—various applications according to the circumstances.

Those who said such things were simply making excuses because they couldn't accept that Minst Academy's second-year top student had been defeated by a second-year female student from Jeiha Academy.

Yuria Arsein was a proud victor against whom such excuses wouldn't work.

"I'm back."

Theodore nodded as Yuria approached and greeted him.

"Yes, well done."

At Theodore's words, Yuria lifted her head slightly and playfully asked:

"Though it was for my own sake, I've raised Jeiha Academy's reputation somewhat. Is that all you have to say?"

"Hmm, so you want praise? I was 100% certain you would win, so it felt like such an obvious outcome to me."

At Theodore's response, Yuria felt somewhat flustered, having made a joke only to receive something bigger in return. Then Theodore gently embraced her.

"D-Duke's Son Theodore?"

Yuria was visibly surprised, not expecting him to embrace her here in the lecture hall with so many people watching.
However, Theodore found that the feeling of holding Yuria was better than he had expected.
No, he had felt it before, but holding her was extremely pleasant.
Not only was there her unique softness and elasticity, but holding her also brought mental peace and deep satisfaction beyond just physical sensation.

"Good job, Young Lady Yuria. You were excellent."

At Theodore's praise, Yuria's movements momentarily stopped.

And he could feel her heart beating strongly.

In this moment, Theodore thought:

[While he hadn't given much thought to Yuria Arsein being his fiancée before, now it seemed like a truly good choice.]

He felt this part also needed some revision.
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"Damn it."

William Artin did not attend Minst Academy today.
It was common for him to skip classes and not properly attend the academy.

However, today he was absent for a different reason than usual.

'It won't get up.'

Normally at this hour, he would have been enjoying himself with several pretty female students from Minst Academy.
But due to the problem with his sexual function caused by Theodore, he had been forced to cut off relations with women for several days now.

"Damn it."

No matter how arrogant William was, he couldn't widely announce that he had become sexually impotent. If this fact were to become a rumor, he would clearly become a laughingstock.
And questions about whether he was truly the Chosen One might surface openly.

'Theodore, Theodore, Theodore!'

William mentally repeated the new name of his hateful twin brother three times in succession.
He was terrified of him.
But simultaneously, he hated him intensely.

The one threatening his rightful position as the Chosen One!
And the deep anxiety about what would happen if Theodore Artin's true identity were discovered kept filling him with endless fear.
If his identity were revealed, the true power of the Chosen One that he possessed would surely be exposed as well.

'Damn it, I need to find a way, some kind of solution.'

But he couldn't think of anything.
The assassins had already failed, and no other options were apparent.

Fear, helplessness.

These emotions, which he had never experienced in his life before, had been haunting him for days.

'Since he said he wouldn't reveal himself... I'll have to take this approach.'

An idea formed in William's mind.
Having thought of a method that could serve as a safeguard against potential threats without disturbing Theodore Skyrod's mood, he hurried to put it into action.

It seemed he would have to return to Minst Academy starting tomorrow.

* * *

After releasing Yuria from his embrace, Theodore felt as if her scent had permeated his body.
Though they were both damp with sweat from their intense movements, perhaps because she had no waste products, there was no unpleasant feeling—rather, her body scent seemed more stimulating than before.

Theodore quickly regained his composure, but Yuria, still not fully settled, tried to appear nonchalant as she took her seat.

While embraces between fiancés were acceptable, showing such public affection had apparently embarrassed her. It was natural given her lack of experience in such matters.

'Now it's my turn.'

Since she had shown excellent results from his teaching, it was now time for him to clearly imprint upon everyone present what it meant to be above the heavens.

"I, Theodore Skyrod, will designate my opponent."

Following Yuria, Owen had also descended, but Theodore spoke while gazing at Professor Benjamin who remained on the platform. The professor, receiving his gaze directly, seemed to read the fighting spirit in his eyes and nodded.

"Very well, come up to the platform. Then name your opponent."

"Yes, understood."

Unlike with Yuria, the instruction to come up to the platform first meant that he had guessed who Theodore would name as his opponent.
And he had decided to accept it without refusal.

"Theodore Skyrod..."

"From what I saw earlier, his skills are no joke."

"I heard he's an archmage—is that really true?"

"Then why did he join the Swordsmanship Department?"

"I heard he's good with swords too."

Theodore paid no deep attention to the students talking about him, not even turning his gaze toward them.
To others, his appearance would be that of an arrogant genius, pure and simple.

And because of that, his abilities would attract even more attention, and gradually people would emerge who would try to approach the truth.

'Just as Princess Yuria's fight earlier was the first shovel in the ground...'

His own fight now could be considered another shovel stroke.
Thinking this as he climbed onto the platform, Theodore read the desire in the gazes of female students admiring his appearance.

At Jeiha Academy, the looks from female students had mostly been ones of admiration, not such lustful gazes.
And those female students with such looks were likely ones who had formed desire-filled relationships with William.

'How unpleasant.'

That's why it was distasteful.
It wasn't unpleasant that they felt sexual desire looking at him.
It was unpleasant that they harbored desire while comparing him to someone as insignificant as William.

"Theodore Skyrod, now designate your opponent."

At Professor Benjamin's words, Theodore nodded and asked while looking at him:

"Can I choose anyone in this lecture hall?"

"Yes, anyone is fine."

Having received the professor's confirmation, Theodore nodded slightly and without hesitation immediately designated his opponent.

"Then I choose Professor Benjamin as my opponent."

He had chosen Professor Benjamin, the most skilled swordsman in the lecture hall besides himself.

"What?"

"He's challenging the professor?"

"Is he that confident? Or just arrogant?"

"Well, who knows. They say his magical prowess easily subdued Senior Jade. Maybe he's confident in his swordsmanship too?"

"Come on, no way. It's already unbelievable that his magic is that good... how could his swordsmanship be exceptional too?"

Theodore found it slightly amusing how they evaluated him by ordinary standards. But this was how normal people would typically react.
Even he recognized that the talents of a true Chosen One like himself were on a completely different level from normal people.
Just looking at how William, merely the twin of the Chosen One and nothing but leftovers, was born with outstanding talent, his own talents as the true Chosen One were on an entirely different plane.

He couldn't expect those who couldn't see beyond the clouds when looking up at the sky to have the discernment to see what lay beyond from the beginning.

"As I expected."

Since Professor Benjamin was aware of the fighting spirit directed at him, he responded with "As expected" to Theodore's challenge.
Having anticipated it, he wasn't surprised.

"Pick up your sword and prepare. We'll begin immediately."

This meant he was accepting Theodore's challenge.

"Understood."

Theodore pulled out a sword from his subspace.
From the outside, it appeared to be an extremely ordinary longsword, but being made with considerable expense by the Skyrod Ducal Family, it was quite a high-quality blade.

Although there were many better swords, the reason he used this one was for a very important reason.

'This is where I should use the sword Judy gave me.'

It was a sword that his beloved little sister, Judith Skyrod, had given him as a gift last year, saving up her pocket money.
At that time, his adorable sister, only 14 years old, had spent all her saved allowance to commission and gift him a sword for his enrollment at Jeiha Academy.

For Theodore Skyrod, who loved his true family, such an affectionate gift from his sister was naturally precious.

"Hmm! Impressive!"

He could see Professor Benjamin's expression gradually hardening as he observed Theodore drawing his sword and slightly adjusting his stance. Then, realizing something, the professor drew his own sword and carefully assumed a stance.

On this platform, his status was that of a second-year student, and Benjamin was a professor teaching students.
But Theodore was confident that even someone like him would not surpass himself.

'Considering potential damage to the surroundings, I should hold back somewhat.'

Even holding back, he had no doubt about winning against him.

'Still, I'll treat him with proper respect.'

At least judging by his eyes, his opponent was a genuine warrior.

* * *

Theodore could be seen taking his stance.
Yuria concentrated her gaze, trying to carefully observe his movements.

'I should closely watch how Lord Theodore fights.'

He might subtly drop some clues during the fight that could help her.
She could see the two men facing each other with drawn swords, not taking their eyes off one another as they slowly pointed their blades.

Though they were both capable of handling qi at a high level and could unleash destructive attacks, doing so might devastate the surroundings, so in this setting, they would focus on swordsmanship with qi serving only as a supplement.

"Haaaaaah!"

Surprisingly, Professor Benjamin made the first move.
Normally in such situations, a professor would yield the first strike, but his eyes were visibly gleaming with excitement.

'Ah, he's a true warrior.'

Though Yuria didn't know it, Theodore had made the same assessment of Professor Benjamin. And Yuria recognized how incredibly fast the professor's sword was as he charged forward.
She would have no chance against Professor Benjamin.

But Theodore was different.

BOOM!

As the qi-enveloped swords collided, a massive shock wave spread around them rather than the sound of metal striking metal.
Theodore had deflected Professor Benjamin's sword with a wide swing of his own blade.
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Theodore parried the sword and followed up with a thrust aimed at Professor Benjamin's shoulder. In response, Professor Benjamin hastily deflected the attack and retreated to create distance between them.

Even from this brief initial exchange, Professor Benjamin would have already analyzed Theodore's style.

He would have also sensed that his own skills were inferior to Theodore's.

*Theodore's swordsmanship is maintaining a stable form as expected.*

Yuria knew that Theodore excelled overwhelmingly in all aspects of swordsmanship, whether it was swift swordplay, aggressive blade techniques, intricate swordsmanship, or illusory sword arts and numerous unconventional techniques.

*It's different at Jeiha Academy.*

The behavior he displayed here at Minst Academy was certainly different from what he had described at Jeiha Academy. While he appeared to be the same arrogant genius in both places, at Jeiha Academy, despite living as if he enjoyed his superiority, he also gave back to those around him.

Though he seemed like an arrogant genius who casually tossed out knowledge, the students of the Swordsmanship Department at Jeiha Academy in the Arkan Empire often received instruction from Theodore in the form of critiques during their sparring matches.

Yuria knew that Theodore wasn't just exceptional in swordsmanship alone. He had mastered multiple disciplines and harmonized them all to suit himself. This allowed his sword style to adapt to any situation. However, right now, he was using only one style of swordsmanship.

Theodore was demonstrating swordsmanship imbued with dignity and majesty, truly showing the refined swordplay of a prestigious family. He was facing Professor Benjamin using only the hereditary sword technique of House Skyroad, rather than the techniques he had personally developed.

"You're strong!"

Yet Professor Benjamin was already losing the sword fight. Despite falling behind, his expression showed genuine enjoyment.

"That's impossible."

"He's fighting against a professor?"

"To hold his own against Professor Benjamin like that!"

To most students of the Swordsmanship Department, the duel between Theodore and Professor Benjamin appeared to be a pure sword match, with aura contained to avoid harming bystanders, and Theodore seemed to be holding his own against the professor. However, Yuria noticed that Owen had recognized the truth, as he watched Theodore's fight with a stiff expression.

*He might not fully recognize Duke's Son Theodore's skill level, but he can tell who has the upper hand.*

Yuria brushed back her long hair, damp with sweat, as she took in Theodore's appearance.

Indeed, Theodore Skyroad was strong. No, "strong" was insufficient—he was always overwhelmingly powerful. Her vow to land a hit on him someday had transformed into her goal as a martial artist.

Kwang! Kwang!

The collision of aura-infused swords continued to produce sounds of energy impact rather than metal striking metal. Theodore demonstrated swordsmanship with dignity, maintaining an unwavering stance. Though his movements appeared simple, they were fast and precise due to their stability, and the power behind them was formidable, gradually forcing Professor Benjamin into a defensive position.

"Kuk!"

Professor Benjamin, feeling the numbing impact in his hands, tried to close in on Theodore to attempt an attack. However, when their swords crossed, he couldn't withstand the shock and was forced to retreat.

*There doesn't seem to be any opening.*

Yuria, who was among the most talented students but naturally inferior to the renowned swordsman Professor Benjamin (with Theodore being an exceptional existence), still had enough skill to understand the current situation.

Theodore's attacks were so stable and unwavering that they left no openings or vulnerabilities to exploit. Sometimes, such orthodox methods were more difficult to counter than fancy techniques.

"As expected of the strongest swordsman of Jeiha Academy."

Yuria deliberately let the words slip out. She too wanted to help Theodore, just as he had helped her achieve her goal. She wanted to assist him in whatever small way she could.

"The strongest swordsman of Jeiha Academy?"

"Does that mean not just among students?"

"No way? Is he stronger than the professors at Jeiha Academy?"

"Look there! The professor is gradually being pushed back!"

Now everyone could see that Professor Benjamin was starting to lose ground. Theodore wasn't using quick movements to outmaneuver his opponent, nor was he putting up an impenetrable defense.

Simply by wielding dignified, orthodox swordsmanship cleanly, he was overwhelming Professor Benjamin, and even this, in Yuria's eyes, wasn't his full strength. In contrast, sweat was pouring down Professor Benjamin's forehead, showing how intensely he was concentrating as he fought with all his might.

"Kuk!"

Professor Benjamin was losing in terms of power as well. He was being outmatched in every aspect. But he didn't give up, swinging his sword again and again with passion, showing the dedication of a true martial artist as he pushed himself to his limits.

However, passion alone couldn't overcome such an overwhelming difference in skill.

"It's over," said Theodore.

The moment Theodore applied slightly more force to his sword, Professor Benjamin's stance crumbled as their blades met.

* * *

The moment Theodore applied slightly more force to his sword, Professor Benjamin's stance inevitably crumbled as their blades met. Theodore's sword not only carried tremendous power but was also wrapped in aura that contained a rebounding force, reflecting Benjamin's own strength back at him.

Suddenly forced to receive not only Theodore's power but his own strength reflected back at him, there was no way he could withstand it.

"Kuuuk!"

As his stance crumbled, he felt Theodore's sword pointed at his neck.

*He was holding back.*

Realizing how much Theodore had been going easy on him, he couldn't help but laugh bitterly. Honestly, it had been exciting, but now that his head was cooling down after defeat, he couldn't believe a student could possess such monstrous skill.

*He looks similar to William, but they're on completely different levels.*

William Artin, despite his reputation as The Chosen One, was irresponsible and the epitome of a good-for-nothing. People at Minst Academy found it hard to believe that such a person could be The Chosen One.

*According to what Yuria Arsein said, this guy is the strongest swordsman at Jeiha Academy?*

Professor Benjamin had overheard Yuria's casual remark while she was seated. After that, the students had discussed it among themselves, so he couldn't help but know that Theodore Skyroad was called the strongest swordsman of Jeiha Academy. Moreover, having experienced Theodore's skills firsthand, he realized that the rumors about him were actually understated, and it wouldn't be strange if he truly was the strongest swordsman at Jeiha Academy, including the faculty.

*Wait a minute.*

As Professor Benjamin compared William, who was a mess despite being The Chosen One, with Theodore Skyroad, who resembled him in appearance but demonstrated overwhelming abilities like a true chosen one, he recalled something he had forgotten.

*Come to think of it, wasn't it eleven years ago? There was a commotion when the eldest son of House Artin disappeared.*

The disappearance of the eldest son of House Artin. And Theodore Artin, the eldest son of House Artin, was William Artin's twin brother. The prophecy stated that The Chosen One was born on June 15th, which was the day the twins were born. This meant that the prophecy's candidates included not only William Artin but also Theodore Artin. Professor Benjamin remembered that last year, mainly among students at Minst Academy, questions had been raised about whether William was truly The Chosen One.

*Could it be?*

A seed of doubt began to sprout in Professor Benjamin's mind.

* * *

Theodore inwardly smiled as he realized the seeds he had planted were beginning to sprout. He wouldn't speak directly about it.

He would simply cast seeds of doubt and let them germinate, gradually making people want to discover the truth for themselves.

As he had told William Artin, he wouldn't reveal who he had been in the past. All of that would be for the people of the Britannia Empire, who harbored doubts, to discover on their own.

He would make those who had been immersed in false glory with an impostor destroy that false glory with their own hands.

Ch.44 - {Princess}
Theodore's victory left the students of Minst Academy's Swordsmanship Department in complete shock.

"Professor Benjamin lost?"

"That's impossible."

"This... he must have gone easy on him, right?"

"No, remember what Lady Yuria said."

After witnessing Theodore actually defeat Professor Benjamin in swordsmanship, just as Yuria had claimed about him being the strongest swordsman at Jeiha Academy, the students were utterly astonished. Meanwhile, Theodore acted as if nothing unusual had happened as he addressed Professor Benjamin.

"Thank you for the match, Professor. I'll return to my seat now."

"...Yes."

Theodore walked back to his seat, leaving behind a perplexed Professor Benjamin. When he reached his seat, Yuria stood up and congratulated him.

"Congratulations, Duke's Son Theodore."

Theodore understood what she was really congratulating him for. Others might think she was celebrating his victory, but Theodore knew Yuria had already made an almost certain guess about his identity. She was congratulating him on the successful first step of his plan to plant doubts about his true identity.

"Thanks, Lady Yuria."

Theodore expressed his gratitude for her subtle assistance. Yuria responded with a slightly flushed face.

"I've... received so much help from you lately, Duke's Son Theodore... I wanted to help you with something in return."

Theodore nodded quietly at Yuria's words. He watched as she sat down, embarrassed yet forthright. Then he took his own seat.

Now that he had planted the seed, all he needed to do was wait for the results.

* * *

Yuria observed Theodore sitting beside her, sensing that he was waiting for his harvest. He hadn't explicitly stated that he was the real Chosen One, but he had cast bait for the Britannia Empire and Minst Academy to gradually suspect and eventually notice.

*Duke's Son Theodore...*

Yuria tried to imagine how Theodore would act when the whole truth came to light. The Theodore Skyroad she knew maintained genuinely happy relationships with the Skyroad ducal family. They were a real family.

*He might act unpleasantly toward me these days, but even when he was being nasty to me, he always showed genuine affection for his sister.*

Of course, she had complicated feelings about Theodore's recent change in attitude, as if his claim about developing feelings for her wasn't entirely false.

*I'll think about that later.*

Setting that aside for now, Yuria noticed people around her looking back and forth between her and Owen. They still seemed to find it hard to believe that Owen Lawrence, the top student of Minst Academy's second year, had been defeated by her.

*They lack spirit.*

Yuria felt they lacked both the spirit of martial artists and even the will to develop such spirit. There might be a few exceptions, but most showed no desire to become stronger and surpass their opponents.

It was pathetic that after Owen's defeat, most showed no fighting spirit toward her, not even a desire to cross swords and learn something.

*They seem to be in the Swordsmanship Department just for show.*

It was truly unpleasant to see the path of swordsmanship she aspired to being treated this way.

*How annoying.*

With that thought, Yuria began to focus on Professor Benjamin speaking from the platform.

"The exchange students from Jeiha Academy were unexpectedly strong. Everyone, I regret to say that our Minst Academy has been defeated."

Professor Benjamin emphasized the competitive relationship between Minst Academy and Jeiha Academy while acknowledging their defeat. His purpose was clearly to motivate the students of the Swordsmanship Department to grow stronger through competitive spirit after this loss.

However, only a very small number, including Owen, felt their pride wounded enough to resolve to become stronger. Most of the Swordsmanship Department students had already given up from the start. No, beyond giving up, they seemed to think there was no hope at all.

"They have no spirit, do they?"

At Theodore's words, Yuria turned to look at him and nodded slightly.

"Yes, that's right."

Theodore continued in a low voice to Yuria. Anyone who wanted to hear could hear, but that wasn't his concern.

"That might be better for us. It means the level of students in the Swordsmanship Department of Minst Academy, supposedly the most prestigious academy in the Britannia Empire, is inferior to that of our Jeiha Academy's Swordsmanship Department."

"I suppose so."

As a swordswoman, Yuria didn't like their attitude, but she was clearly aware of her identity as a person of the Arkan Empire. As the eldest daughter of House Arsein of the Arkan Empire, she had no reason to help students from another country grow, especially one that had been a longtime rival of the Britannia Empire.

She would simply defeat any strong challengers fair and square, and while she wouldn't prevent them from learning from that experience, she had no obligation to actively help them.

*I need to become stronger.*

Although she had defeated Owen this time, Yuria knew that those who seriously walked the path of swordsmanship, like him, would not give up and would strive to become stronger. Even if most students here were unremarkable, there would always be exceptions like Owen.

Professor Benjamin continued his lecture.

"Though we suffered a humiliating defeat just now, there is much to learn from it. First, let's review the match between student Owen and student Yuria."

The rest of Professor Benjamin's class proceeded normally. When class ended, Theodore was the first to stand up. Yuria followed and asked him:

"Duke's Son Theodore, we have an hour until the next class. Do you have any plans?"

"I didn't have anything specific."

Theodore said this while watching Professor Benjamin hurriedly leaving the classroom.

"But something might come up soon."

"Is that so?"

Yuria followed Theodore's gaze to the door through which Professor Benjamin had disappeared.

"I thought you would continue dueling."

"Well, I will do that too. But I'll just face those who challenge me. There aren't many spirited ones left in the Swordsmanship Department. The same goes for the Magic Department."

Due to the example made of Jade, those in the Magic Department would fear Theodore and not dare to challenge him. In Jade's case, Theodore had to be somewhat excessive as a fiancé to prove he wasn't a coward, since Jade had openly revealed his desire for her through his gaze. But Yuria instinctively felt that wasn't the only reason.

He had seemed genuinely angry, beyond mere obligation.

*Thump-*

At that thought, Yuria's heart began to race again, and she suddenly found it a bit difficult to look at Theodore's face. She felt her face getting slightly warm.

"Let's go."

At Theodore's words, Yuria quickly collected herself and nodded.

"Yes."

Yuria followed him out, feeling embarrassed at the thought that he might have noticed her state. As they left, she was still aware of the gazes following her, but she accepted that people naturally looking at her curvaceous figure was an instinctual thing that couldn't be helped. As long as they didn't cross the line with their words, she couldn't police their private thoughts.

"How did she defeat Owen with that delicate body..."

"Didn't you see Owen get knocked down with one kick?"

"How could such devastating power come from those slender legs?"

Feeling slightly bewildered by their strange curiosity about her kicking power, Yuria ignored their comments and walked outside.

"Hey."

Once outside, Theodore asked Yuria:

"You fought intensely. Are you thirsty?"

"Ah, I am a bit thirsty."

"I see."

Theodore opened his spatial storage and immediately handed Yuria a bottle of cool water.

*He's being so considerate.*

It felt strange how her heart kept reacting to the kindness of someone who previously wouldn't have cared enough to look after her.

"Thank you."

Yuria thanked him as she opened the bottle cap and slowly took sips of water. Theodore watched her quietly as she drank, and when she had drunk enough, he asked:

"What are you planning to do now?"

"Well, I need to face the top students from other years next. And then the top students from other departments as well."

Theodore nodded at Yuria's determination.

"Good. I'll help you gain various experiences in your training, so make sure you show me your victories."

"Yes! I won't disappoint myself or you, Duke's Son Theodore."

Shortly after her response, Yuria noticed someone approaching Theodore. It was a pretty female student with long, flowing platinum blonde hair. Looking at her elegant appearance, Yuria could guess who she was.

*Louise, the Princess and top student of the second-year Magic Department.*

As Yuria wondered about her purpose, Louise approached with a delicate, flower-like smile and addressed Theodore.

"Pleased to meet you, Duke's Son Skyroad. I am Louise, Princess of the Britannia Empire and a second-year student in the Magic Department."

She gave a formal greeting, holding the hem of her uniform skirt as if it were a dress. Though the uniform skirt was too short to lift, her formal manner suggested she had some business to discuss.

"I am Theodore of House Skyroad."

Theodore responded with equal politeness, giving a formal self-introduction appropriate for addressing a foreign princess. As soon as Theodore finished his introduction, Louise, still smiling beautifully, asked him:

"Duke's Son Skyroad, I apologize for the intrusion, but could you possibly spare some time for just the two of us?"

Upon hearing those words, Yuria suddenly realized she had unconsciously clenched her fist.
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"Is it an important matter?"

Theodore asked if it was important when Louise, the Princess of the Britannia Empire, requested some of his time.

"Yes. It's a very important matter. I'd like to speak with you alone."

Louise immediately replied that it was important. Hearing her answer, Theodore nodded as if understanding.

"Then please contact me when I have time available."

"Yes, then... what?"

Louise, who had naturally expected Theodore to accept, showed confusion at his unexpected response.

"But... it's important? What do you mean by 'later'?"

Louise emphasized that it was important, clearly wanting to talk now rather than later. However, Theodore looked at her strangely.

"That's odd. Didn't you say we're meeting for the first time?"

"Yes, that's right..."

"Then that means Princess Louise and I are meeting here for the first time, and we have no connection whatsoever?"

"That's right."

Princess Louise seemed unable to understand why he kept speaking this way. However, Yuria could guess what Theodore was trying to say.

"I'm meeting Princess Louise for the first time here, and we had no connection before this, correct? So why should I speak with you alone?"

"Because it's important, I told you."

"Important enough to hide from my fiancée?"

When Theodore pointed at Yuria, Princess Louise seemed to realize what he was getting at.

"I have no relationship with you, Princess, nor do I recall creating any inappropriate secrets that would need to be kept from my fiancée, and such a thing couldn't happen. Strange, isn't it?"

"Ah, well..."

Princess Louise seemed momentarily speechless.
It was clear that this beautiful princess had some ulterior motive for approaching Theodore, and he apparently didn't want to deal with her.

"Theodore, did you just get confessed to by a princess you're meeting for the first time?"

Yuria spoke up, thinking she should play along with the act. However, she was surprised to hear her own words come out slightly sharper than intended.

"It seems so. They say exceptional men attract beautiful flowers, but this is unexpected."

"W-wait a minute?!"

As Princess Louise showed signs of embarrassment, Theodore smiled slightly and took Yuria's hand, leading her away despite her slight surprise.

"Let me offer you some advice, Princess. Even if you can't help developing feelings for an already engaged man because he's too exceptional, I would advise you to try to suppress those feelings as much as possible."

"Wait! You're misunder—"

Princess Louise tried to protest, seeming wronged, but Theodore didn't listen any further.

"Let's go, Lady Yuria."

"Yes, Duke's Son Theodore."

Yuria felt her mood improving for some reason.
With that thought, the two left the place together and moved to a location without people.

"Duke's Son Theodore, what do you think was that princess's real purpose?"

Yuria asked Theodore after they had moved away.
She wanted to know exactly why the princess had asked for his time, claiming it was important.

"She probably wanted to confirm something."

"Confirm?"

"Yes."

Yuria could guess what confirmation Theodore was talking about.

*She wants to confirm if he's Theodore Artin. She wants to verify if Duke's Son Theodore's true identity is him.*

With the incident involving Duke and Duchess Artin, plus the abilities he showed at the academy today, it wasn't strange that the princess herself would show interest.

"Duke's Son Theodore. What do you plan to do now?"

"I'll just watch."

Theodore answered Yuria's question immediately.

"Watch?"

"Yes. I'll just observe how things unfold."

At those words, Yuria didn't ask any further questions.

"Whatever your past may be, honestly, it doesn't matter to me."

Instead of questioning, she began to share her thoughts.

"To me, you've always been Theodore Skyroad, and you always will be. Adopted into House Skyroad, annoyingly good-looking, talented at everything, and aware of how good you are—an annoying person."

"Is that so?"

"Yes. You don't act annoyingly toward me these days, but I can't help feeling a bit jealous of someone so exceptional."

Theodore nodded at Yuria's words.

"That's actually good. Jealousy isn't necessarily negative. If you use it as motivation to someday surpass me, jealousy transforms into competitive spirit and ambition, which becomes a driving force for growth."

After saying this, Theodore lightly clenched and unclenched his fist.

"It would be problematic if you didn't have such feelings. It would mean you've abandoned the thought of growing further, giving up all possibility of development."

At Theodore's words, Yuria lightly placed her hand on the hilt of the sword at her waist.

"The possibility of development... that's right."

Yuria smiled slightly.

"I think I can develop more because you exist, Duke's Son Theodore. I always want to get one over on you, and the more I set you as my goal, the more I feel myself growing."

"That's good. Many people get discouraged when results don't show immediately, but if you don't give up, you'll definitely gain something from it. Especially someone like you."

Yuria nodded at Theodore's advice.

"Yes, I think I understand."

Yuria was beginning to understand what Theodore Skyroad meant to her.
Since she had no intention of breaking off their engagement, she thought they would probably hold their wedding right after graduating from the academy.

Previously, she had only thought of it passively, following the engagement arranged between their families, but now she asked herself how she truly felt. And she found her answer.

"Duke's Son Theodore, that princess won't give up after this, will she?"

"No. She'll cling persistently. She won't give up until she confirms even the slightest possibility. And once she knows the truth... she'll cling even more tenaciously."

She would probably even resort to using her beauty as a weapon.
With that thought, Yuria felt unpleasant.
Beyond feeling uncomfortable, she felt hostility rising toward Princess Louise just from thinking about it, confirming the change in her heart.

Not long ago, she might have just thought Princess Louise was foolish and not given it much more thought. But now...

"Duke's Son Theodore. Do you have time?"

"You want to spend time alone with me?"

Yuria nodded at Theodore's question.

"Yes, it's very important to me."

Yuria's answer was similar to what Princess Louise had said. But Theodore's attitude toward her words was completely different from how he had treated the princess.
He seemed to understand what she was thinking, but just smiled gently and spoke softly.

"If it's important to you, I should gladly make time. Yes, what is it?"

And Yuria felt deeply satisfied with Theodore's answer.
She tried to return Theodore's smile, but her smile faltered momentarily.
It was because of her flushed cheeks and rapidly beating heart.

Unlike how he had treated Princess Louise, he spoke to her this way and gave her special treatment. Realizing how he regarded her, she felt an ecstatic joy rising within her.

*Oh, I... get a grip!*

After telling herself to get a grip, she took a deep breath.

"I, I think I've realized something from what I just learned... I need help."

She felt strangely embarrassed saying just this much.
Theodore nodded at Yuria's response.

"Yes, that's definitely important. I'll gladly help. I should always make time if it's about helping you soar more magnificently than anyone else."

At Theodore's words, Yuria realized he had become excessively kind to her.
Yuria Arsein clearly felt his tendency to become overly kind to people he cared about, and the intense emotional change this caused made her feel dizzy.

"Just a moment."

When Theodore directly touched her body and carefully adjusted her posture, her thoughts momentarily ceased.
She became temporarily unable to think.

* * *

"This is troublesome."

Princess Louise ground her teeth as she recalled Yuria Arsein, the fiancée who had been beside Theodore Skyroad.

*I need to confirm if he's Theodore Artin! But there's an annoying obstacle attached to him!*

The obstacle was stronger than expected.
They called her the most beautiful woman in the Arkan Empire, and indeed, even to herself—known as a beauty in the Britannia Empire—the woman was so stunningly beautiful that she doubted whether she was even real.
Moreover, her sensual figure seemed sufficient to captivate men with her body alone.

*And on top of that, she's the eldest daughter of House Arsein and an excellent swordswoman. If Theodore Skyroad's true identity is Theodore, and if he's really the Chosen One...*

She needed to use any means necessary to bring him back to the Britannia Empire.
However, the Arkan Empire wasn't foolish either, and they seemed to have placed the finest woman by his side in anticipation of this.

*I need to somehow separate Yuria Arsein from him.*

Feeling the need to separate her from Theodore's side, even temporarily, Princess Louise's eyes gleamed with a sinister light.

*Theodore Skyroad.*

And if he was indeed the Chosen One...

*I'll make you my husband.*

She would definitely make him hers.
She would make him fall for her so deeply that he couldn't escape.
She didn't care what dirty methods she had to use.

Ch.46 - {Not Helpful}
At the Artin Duke's residence, Rayna stretched as she woke up in the morning. Rising from her bed, rather than immediately calling for her maids, she walked to the mirror.

*Mirrors... I used to hate looking at them.*

Rayna didn't particularly like mirrors. In fact, she rather disliked them. Most girls blessed with pretty features would enjoy seeing their reflection and feel satisfied, but whenever Rayna looked in the mirror, she felt miserable. Her reflection, bearing the distinctive features of House Artin, made it all too obvious that she was the sister of that scoundrel William.

But now, looking at the mirror, she no longer thought of William.

*Theodore, Yuria.*

Looking at her reflection, Rayna thought of Theodore Skyroad, who resembled William but was completely different from him. She also thought of Yuria Arsein, the most beautiful and kind person she had ever seen.

*Today's their first day of classes.*

Today was Monday, the day the two would begin teaching at Minst Academy. Normally, one might worry about how foreigners would adapt to a new academy, hoping they would adjust well. But Rayna knew there was no need to worry about those two.

*They'll manage perfectly fine on their own.*

She'd heard that Theodore and Yuria had been the top and second-ranked students at Jeiha Academy. From what little she'd learned, Theodore in particular was so versatile that it was truly remarkable.

*Swordsmanship, magic, spirit arts, and proficiency in all kinds of martial arts and weapons.*

The more she learned, the more she realized he was someone who shouldn't even be compared to William—it would be disrespectful to do so.

*I should visit them later.*

They had told her she could visit anytime. But Rayna didn't want to go empty-handed.

She knew they would welcome her warmly even if she came empty-handed. But she planned to make sandwiches to bring when she visited them.

*Should I make a cake too?*

The thought crossed her mind, but she didn't know what kind of cake they liked. It would be awkward if she made something sweet and they didn't like sweets.

*I'll have to ask them about that when I visit today.*

Rayna gently placed her hand on her chest. Just thinking about bringing food and having a pleasant conversation with them made her heart flutter with joy.

*Is this what it feels like to have a sanctuary for the heart?*

Excited by the thought of making various foods and visiting them often, Rayna stepped away from the mirror and headed to the bathroom. Without calling for her maids, she washed her face quickly, feeling the anticipation of seeing the two after their classes ended—experiencing what it was like to look forward to a specific time.

She could hardly remember ever having experienced anticipation like this before, eagerly waiting for a particular time to arrive.

*I wish afternoon would come quickly.*

Looking forward to visiting their mansion in the afternoon, Rayna called for her maids.

"I'm up. You may come in."

At her words, the maids waiting outside opened the door and entered.

"Then, Young Lady, we'll help you prepare for today."

"Yes, please do."

Anticipating the afternoon, Rayna changed her clothes with the maids' help and put on a neat blue dress. Then she headed to the dining room for breakfast.

"You're early, Rayna."

The Duke and Duchess Artin were already seated. William was nowhere to be seen, but that wasn't unusual—he rarely attended family meals since he'd become old enough for sexual relationships. Rayna would have been more surprised if he had been there.

"Yes, good morning, Father, Mother."

Rayna bowed slightly to greet them and took her seat.

"Ah... Theodore..."

Ceres was still in a gloomy mood, calling out Theodore's name. Eliot looked at his wife with concern, but his expression wasn't much better. He was probably investigating Theodore Skyroad, who was starting classes today, and had many questions.

*They must be wondering if Theodore is actually Theodore.*

The suspicion that Theodore Skyroad might be Theodore Artin hadn't disappeared from their minds. It was obvious with Ceres, but even Eliot, who had mostly given up on Theodore, still couldn't completely abandon the faint hope that he might be alive.

Seeing her parents like this, Rayna wondered how she would feel if Theodore turned out to be her older brother Theodore.

*How would I feel about it now?*

It didn't matter how she might have felt days ago. What mattered was how she felt now.

And Rayna had her answer.

*I don't really care either way.*

Even if Theodore's true identity was Theodore Artin, it no longer mattered to Rayna. It was true that she had wished Theodore Artin were alive. But she had never even met him face to face, so she'd never had the opportunity to build any sibling bond with him. How could she feel any familial affection for someone whose face she didn't even know?

*I just wanted someone to rely on.*

The reason she had longed for Theodore's existence was because she wanted someone reliable in her painful reality—not a scoundrel like William, not parents she couldn't depend on, but someone she could truly rely on. If he turned out to be Theodore Artin, of course she would be happy. But even if he wasn't, she was already happy enough.

With these thoughts, she sat down and slowly began her breakfast. When the meal ended, she immediately stood up and excused herself.

"Thank you for the meal. I'll be going now."

"...Alright."

Since it was still a long time until afternoon, Rayna first checked to see if William had caused any trouble again. What she learned was unexpected.

"My brother William is staying away from women?"

"Yes. He's distancing himself from all the women he's been involved with. I heard that after seeing Lady Yuria Arsein, no other woman catches his eye..."

"...So that terrible brother of mine now has his eye on Yuria."

Rayna's eyes turned cold. She thought of Yuria's beautiful face, always treating her with kindness. The man who should stand beside her wasn't a scoundrel like William. The only man worthy of standing beside her was the kind and capable Theodore Skyroad.

*But that's strange.*

Initially angry, Rayna soon felt something was off. She knew exactly what kind of person William Artin was.

*Even if he's after Yuria, rejecting all other women? That's not like him at all.*

William Artin was a greedy man. His interest in Yuria was certainly real—he had even sent assassins to kidnap her. But he was definitely not the type to focus on just one woman to the point of rejecting all others.

*He's the type who would enjoy having multiple women around him at once.*

Rayna's mind worked quickly. It seemed like Yuria was just being used as an excuse.

And at lunchtime, William made a sudden appearance.

"Father, Mother. Forget about Theodore Artin already!"

Suddenly appearing during lunch and demanding they forget about Theodore, Rayna found his behavior truly suspicious. He rarely attended classes at Minst Academy and would normally have lunch at some restaurant, harassing beautiful women. For him to suddenly appear at a family lunch and say this was clearly abnormal.

"What are you talking about?"

Eliot asked with a hardened face. Ceres was looking at William with an even more rigid expression.

"Rumors are spreading that you two can't forget about Theodore! What are you doing? And there are even people spreading false rumors that I'm not really the Chosen One. It's disgusting! You need to officially announce Theodore's death and put an end to this issue!"

As he continued his tantrum, Rayna felt her contempt for him grow even stronger.

*I can't stand the sight of him.*

At that moment, William's gaze turned to Rayna.

"Hey, you little bitch! Are you glaring at your brother?"

Ch.47 - {Not Helpful} 2
{Not Helpful}

William's sudden profanity startled Reina as she was about to have lunch.

"William, what do you think you're doing?"

Elliott sternly rebuked him, trying to prevent William from roughly grabbing Reina's hair like he had done days before.
But William didn't stop.

"Oh, come on! Dad! Don't you see this bitch glaring at me disrespectfully? Fuck, my little sister is absolutely no help to her brother!"

From William's outrageous behavior, Reina sensed that staying here any longer would only bring her harm.
Even if she were assaulted again, William would likely escape proper punishment.

"I'll be going now."

Having lost her appetite, Reina stood up to leave.

"Where do you think you're going!"

"Kyaah!"

As Reina tried to slip away, William roughly grabbed her hair, stopping her.
Elliott and Ceres jumped up from their seats, shocked by William's action of grabbing her long hair.

"William, what are you doing!"

"William, please stop!"

When William's hand finally released her due to their intervention, Reina quickly fled.
She didn't want to stay there any longer.

'No. I don't want to be here anymore.'

Reina's heart began racing wildly.
Unlike the excited flutter she felt anticipating her afternoon reunion with Theodore and Yuria, this was her heart pounding rapidly from fear.

'I'm too scared to stay.'

She was terrified of what harm William might inflict on her next.
Reina even thought William's menacing gaze seemed like he was projecting someone else onto her and taking out his anger on her instead.
It wasn't certain, just a feeling she had.

Having escaped, Reina thought it would be better to head early to the vicinity of Theodore and Yuria's lodgings.

'If I stay here, who knows what might happen to me...'

With that thought, she hurried to the kitchen and made herself a sandwich using the ingredients there.
Though she had made a sandwich with good ingredients, she didn't expect Theodore and Yuria to be at their lodgings during lunch hour—they would likely be at the Minst Academy dining hall—but she thought it would be better to wait for them there.

Hurriedly leaving the Artin mansion with one maid, Reina arrived at the front gate of Minst Academy.

"Thank you for your help. I'll go from here by myself."

"Pardon? My lady, but..."

"I'll contact you later, so please return for now. That's an order."

Reina immediately sent the maid back to the Artin mansion.
Though it could be dangerous to walk alone,

She headed straight for the area where the mansions serving as Theodore and Yuria's lodgings were located.
Upon arrival, she encountered an unexpected situation.

"Oh my, Reina! What brings you here so early in the afternoon?"

Yuria Arsein, her dazzling silver hair fluttering, ran up to her with a gentle smile.

"Y-Yuria? Aren't you at the academy dining hall?"

Surprised to find Yuria here when she had assumed she would be at the academy dining hall during lunch hours, Reina received a gentle smile from Yuria as she explained.

"I was planning to, but... Young Master Theodore offered to make lunch himself, so I came back. Theodore sensed you were coming, but since he's busy preparing lunch and couldn't move, I came instead. Have you eaten lunch yet?"

"N-no."

Reina shook her head. The mention of lunch brought back images of William's menacing demeanor from earlier, causing her to stutter unintentionally, but Yuria didn't question this.

"Would you like to join us then? Theodore asked me to invite you if you hadn't eaten yet."

"Ah..."

Despite it being just an invitation to share a meal, Reina nearly collapsed from the kindness Yuria showed her.
She felt so grateful and happy.
Experiencing such thoughtfulness again made her feel like the shock from William's behavior was subsiding.

"Yes..."

Nodding, Reina took Yuria's outstretched hand and walked with her to the mansion.

'Yuria is truly so kind.'

Feeling that her brother William was even more unforgivable for harboring impure desires toward such a kind woman, Reina resolved to do her best, however small her efforts might be, to prevent William from targeting her.

'Though I suppose Theodore will protect her even without my intervention.'

With that thought, Reina gazed at Yuria's profile.
Even from the side, Yuria's beauty was so perfect that one couldn't help but admire her from any angle.
It was a beauty almost unbelievable to behold.

'Her hands aren't soft.'

However, Yuria's palms weren't soft. The calluses felt throughout her palm proved how hard she worked as a swordswoman.
Yet her slender arms and legs boasted skin as white as snow, making Reina think how fair and beautiful her skin was.

Lost in these thoughts as they walked together, Reina suddenly realized they had arrived at the area where Theodore and Yuria's lodgings were located.

'Ah, we're already here.'

Walking while thinking about Yuria made the journey seem instantaneous.
Though the distance wasn't far to begin with, it still felt too quick.

'How long has it been since time felt like it passed so quickly?'

It was certainly a feeling she hadn't experienced in a long time.

* * *

"This is troublesome."

After sending Yuria out, Theodore remained alone, thinking as he simmered beef stew.

'Not only is Yuria Arsein more impressive than I expected...'

Yuria Arsein had made him develop affection for her as soon as she arrived at Minst Academy.
Normally, he would have told her to eat at the academy dining hall on her own, but he couldn't do that now.
Having developed a desire to feed her something better, he wanted her to eat food he had prepared with care.

However, there was another person here who exceeded his expectations and greatly affected him.

Reina Artin.

'She's almost here.'

From the moment he sensed her approaching, his emotions had been stirring in ways he couldn't control.

He knew exactly what her early visit meant.

'She must not have been able to endure it.'

She had clearly fled the Artin mansion, unable to bear William any longer.
The moment he thought this, Theodore felt anger rising for reasons beyond himself.

'I thought I could remain calm, but I was mistaken.'

No, if it had been only about himself, he truly could have maintained his composure while feeling angry.
But the fact that there was another victim of the Artin mansion, albeit not to the same extent as himself, and that this victim was his blood sister, kept disturbing his peace of mind.

"Young Master Theodore, I've brought Reina."

Yuria knocked lightly and immediately opened the door. As she entered holding hands with the black-haired girl, Theodore levitated the large pot of freshly cooked stew to the dining table.

"Welcome."

Theodore realized he was smiling at Reina.
What kind of smile was it?

The answer was a gentle smile, like the one he would give to Judith.
Just as Yuria was giving Reina the same gentle smile she would give her sister Lilia, he was giving his sister the smile he would give to Judith, his sister at the Skyroad mansion.

This pointed clearly to one fact:

'I've already accepted Reina as my sister.'

It wasn't because he had thought it through carefully.
Nor was it because he had even minimally sorted out his thoughts.

It was just emotion—his emotions had arbitrarily recognized her as his sister, raging at her situation and demanding that he help her.

'These emotions really make it impossible to think rationally.'

He felt that emotions constantly stirring people up were truly unhelpful.
Yet Theodore had no intention of defying those emotions.

"You're early, Reina. If you haven't eaten lunch, would you like to join us?"

Reina's presence wasn't changing his purpose for coming to Minst Academy, but it was certainly altering the process.

"Yes, Brother Theodore."

Seeing Reina's joyful smile, Theodore was certain he had already reached a state where he could make no other choice.

'I should contact Father and Mother.'

It seemed he would need to get in touch with the Duke and Duchess of Skyroad soon.

Ch.48 - {Not Helpful} 3
"By the way, Theodore, Yuria. Were both of your classes okay today?"

"Yes, they were fine."

"Nothing was difficult."

Rayna nodded at their answers, but Theodore noticed her gaze was directed at his attire. He was still wearing the Minst Academy uniform, which was almost formal attire. Though it was close to a formal suit, it suited him extremely well with his tall stature and handsome features, and he knew how many female students had reacted to him in it.

"Theodore, your uniform looks really cool and suits you well."

"Thanks, I'll serve you some stew first, so why don't you sit down?"

"Yes!"

As he watched Rayna take her seat, Theodore spoke to Yuria as well.

"Young Lady Yuria, please sit down too."

"Yes, Duke's Son Theodore."

He saw her sit down next to Rayna after watching her. Both thanked him as Theodore set out bowls for the stew and various other tableware.

"Ah. Theodore, Yuria. I brought some sandwiches too. Would you like some?"

"Sandwiches are fine."

"Yes, I quite like them."

At Theodore and Yuria's responses, Rayna smiled brightly as she placed her basket on the table and opened the lid. Inside were enough sandwiches for the three of them to share, and one could tell at a glance that they were made with quite fresh ingredients.

"Wow~ They're so pretty and well-made!"

Yuria exclaimed in admiration at the sandwiches Rayna had made. They looked quite well-made to Theodore too; she seemed to have considerable skill in food preparation.

"You seem to have good hands for this. Rayna, have you ever thought about learning to cook?"

At Theodore's suggestion, Rayna blinked her eyes as if she hadn't expected it at all and looked at him.

"Cooking?"

"Yes. I was thinking of teaching you various things whenever you have time in the afternoons. What do you think?"

"I'd love to!"

Seeing Rayna answer happily, Theodore felt himself smiling involuntarily.

*She seems like a good kid the more I see her. To make such a good child suffer and run away... William, you truly are nothing but a pile of waste that helps no one.*

* * *

Yuria truly loved and cherished her younger sister, Lilia.
She had noticed that her sister, who used to follow her well and call her "big sister" when they were young, had somehow started treating her coldly at some point. She could feel that Lilia was looking at her with strange resentment and eyes full of love-hate. Though she thought it might be because she was going through puberty, she still felt bitter about it every day.

*This child, even younger than my sister, is suffering from emotional wounds again today.*

And for some reason, her gaze kept going to Rayna.
Perhaps it was because she felt sorry for the misfortune experienced by a girl even younger than her sister Lilia, besides the fact that she was Theodore's biological sister.

As she watched Rayna enjoying the stew Theodore had made, Yuria took one of the sandwiches Rayna had prepared and said with a slightly admiring tone:

"This is delicious."

"I'm glad. It makes me so happy that you think it's delicious, Yuria."

Seeing Rayna's bright smile, Yuria felt her own mood brightening as well.

"Well made."

Theodore also evaluated after trying one of the sandwiches.

"Since you say so too, Theodore... hehe~ It was worth the effort."

Rayna, who had been giving off a gloomy atmosphere, was now smiling brightly like a girl her age.
Yuria felt that Theodore's gaze toward Rayna seemed complicated. However, she was glad that he seemed to feel affection for Rayna.

*Unlike the people of House Artin... especially that William, Rayna hasn't done anything wrong.*

It was painful to see an innocent girl suffering and struggling because of the sins and atrocities committed by her family members that she herself had never done.
That's why Yuria always hoped that Rayna would smile brightly and be happy, and she also wished for Theodore and Rayna's relationship to continue well.

"Um, Yuria."

After finishing the meal, Rayna carefully asked Yuria.

"Yes, Rayna. What is it?"

Yuria tried her best to use the kindest tone she could manage.
Though Yuria wasn't particularly sociable with others and only had Ashley, who had approached her first, as a close friend, it wasn't difficult for her to use a kind tone toward Rayna, as she had treated her sister Lilia with love and adoration since she was born.

"Weren't you wearing your uniform today?"

At Rayna's question, Yuria looked at her own outfit with slight embarrassment.
She was still wearing her usual white t-shirt and black leather hot pants.
Today, being the first day of classes at Minst Academy, she should have worn her uniform, but she had changed clothes after having a match with Owen Lawrence, the top second-year student of Minst Academy's Swordsmanship Department, from her very first class.

"I did wear it. But it was uncomfortable to move in, so I changed into this."

Rayna nodded at Yuria's words.

"I see."

Though she didn't say much, she seemed to understand what kind of discomfort Yuria felt.

"Still, it's just my personal wish, but I was hoping to see Yuria in the Minst Academy uniform. It's a shame."

Seeing Rayna's disappointment, Yuria unconsciously glanced at Theodore.

*Ugh.*

Yuria felt embarrassment washing over her at that realization.
There was nothing particularly embarrassing about it, but what was the cause of this sudden embarrassment?

It felt like she was thinking about what kind of clothes he might want to see her in...

"Yuria?"

"Ah, Rayna. Sorry. I was just thinking for a moment. Yes, you said you wanted to see me in the Minst Academy uniform, right?"

Yuria quickly snapped out of her thoughts and smiled kindly.

"Yes, but if you don't like it, you don't have to force yourself..."

"No, it's fine. I wore it this morning, and I'll have to wear it again in the future anyway. I'll go put it on right away."

Yuria immediately stood up and said to Theodore:

"I'll be right back."

"Alright."

With Theodore nodding lightly behind her, Yuria rushed to her quarters. Then, after changing back into the uniform she had taken off earlier, she returned to Theodore's quarters, still feeling unaccustomed to the emptiness of the short skirt.

"Wow~"

Rayna exclaimed in admiration at the sight of Yuria in her uniform.
Yuria was used to and indifferent to people's reactions of admiration for her appearance, having seen countless such reactions.
But Rayna's current admiration seemed to involve something more than just admiring her appearance.

"It really suits you well, Yuria."

"Thanks."

Yuria was curious about what Rayna was thinking as she looked at the uniform, but she helped her examine it quietly.

"As expected, Yuria is too good for any man other than Theodore."

"Huh?"

"Theodore, you'll always take good care of Yuria like this, preparing meals and looking after her, right?"

"Of course I will."

Yuria saw Theodore nodding and looking at her.

"I'd feel uncomfortable if I didn't take good care of Young Lady Yuria."

"Yes, that's all I needed to hear."

Yuria felt awkward as she realized what Rayna was thinking.
She seemed to be thinking of her and Theodore as a perfectly matched couple, wishing for their happiness.
The request to wear the uniform also seemed to be because she wanted to see them standing side by side in their uniforms, giving off the impression of a second-year student couple.

*But Duke's Son Theodore only became kind recently...*

She couldn't bring herself to mention that they had been in a relationship of dislike and indifference until they came to Minst Academy, not in front of someone who was smiling so brightly and thinking of her and Theodore's relationship as warm and loving.

*W-what should I do?*

She remembered all the romance books Ashley had given her, saying they would help with romance since she was engaged.
She had reluctantly read some of them at Ashley's insistence, but all the content that came to mind now was completely useless for the current situation.

*This isn't helping...*

The experience of reading those books wasn't helping her at all right now.

Ch.49 - {William's Intention}
## What William Is Aiming For

Theodore and Yuria had to return to class as lunch time was coming to an end. Since it was their first day of classes since arriving as exchange students, they couldn't afford to miss them.

"I should head to class now. I'll be back a bit late after classes end. What do you want to do?"

At Theodore's question, Rayna smiled slightly and asked in return.

"Would it be alright if I waited here?"

Rayna wanted to stay here instead of returning to House Artin. Yuria looked at Theodore upon hearing this.

*If it were my room, I'd tell her she could stay...*

But this was Theodore's room. The decision was his to make.

"Won't you be bored?"

Fortunately, Theodore didn't object to Rayna staying. He was only concerned that she might be bored alone. Yuria unconsciously felt relieved and smiled as she watched him.

Now she needed to change her clothes as well.

"I'll go change and come back."

Yuria went back to her room to change from her uniform to casual clothes. She could have gone in her uniform, but in case she received another duel challenge, it was better to always wear pants.

"Sure, see you soon."

Yuria immediately returned to her room. After changing from her uniform into her preferred outfit, she came back to Theodore's room.

"These are books I studied when learning to cook. If you get bored while waiting, you can read these."

"Yes! I'll read them well, Brother Theodore."

It seemed that while she was changing, Theodore had given Rayna some cookbooks. Seeing Rayna's obvious delight at receiving the books from Theodore made Yuria feel relieved, but also sad about their complicated relationship.

*If the Duke and Duchess Artin had been normal people...*

Then both Theodore and Rayna would have grown up happily without misfortune. Though she had such thoughts, Yuria felt uncomfortable with that hypothetical scenario. If things had been different, so much would have changed that it would make her feel lonely in a different way.

"We'll be going now, Rayna."

"See you later."

"Yes! Brother Theodore, Sister Yuria. Have a good day!"

After saying goodbye to Rayna, Theodore and Yuria left the room together. As they headed toward the Minst Academy lecture hall, Yuria asked:

"Theodore, will this be alright?"

"What do you mean?"

Theodore pretended not to understand Yuria's question.

"I mean Rayna. Is it okay to leave things as they are?"

At Yuria's words, Theodore remained silent for a moment as if thinking about something. Yuria waited quietly as they walked side by side, and eventually Theodore spoke.

"The choice belongs to Rayna. She'll have to decide for herself what to do going forward."

Yuria understood what Theodore meant. He wanted to give Rayna the choice of whether to leave House Artin or continue to stay.

"By the way, Theodore. I noticed you went upstairs briefly earlier... Did you contact House Skyroad?"

Yuria remembered that Theodore had gone upstairs for about five minutes earlier, saying he had something to take care of. She wondered if he had contacted House Skyroad to discuss Rayna's situation.

"That's right. I had a brief conversation with my father."

Hearing that he had spoken with Duke Skyroad, Yuria carefully observed his expression and asked:

"What did he say?"

"Father said he asked Judy, and she replied that she'd welcome having a pretty and kind little sister. Mother also said she'd like to meet her."

This meant that House Skyroad had no objections to accepting Rayna. But the question was whether House Artin would let her go. And if her biological parents refused to let her go, it was questionable whether Rayna could reject them.

*I hope Rayna makes a choice she won't regret, whichever way she goes.*

With that thought, as soon as they arrived at the main building of Minst Academy, Yuria felt the students' gazes immediately turn toward them. These were completely different from the curious looks they had received in the morning when they were just new exchange students.

There was a mixture of fear, admiration, and jealousy toward overwhelming powers.

"That's Theodore Skyroad and Yuria Arsein."

"I heard Owen, the top student in the second-year Swordsmanship Department, was defeated by Yuria Arsein."

"How did she beat Owen with such a delicate body?"

"She must be incredibly skilled."

Yuria was secretly pleased that the talk about her had shifted to evaluations of her skill. If she could continue to win one-on-one duels against the top students from other departments in front of many spectators, she could widely showcase the skills she had built through hard work. And she would be one step closer to her dream of becoming a renowned swordsman across the continent.

"Theodore Skyroad..."

"Not only did he defeat Senior Jade with magic skills at the level of an Archmage, but he also beat Professor Benjamin in swordsmanship... How is that level of skill even possible?"

"There are already rumors going around about him."

"What rumors?"

Yuria could guess what the rumors about Theodore might be. It was clear that during lunch time, as students gathered in the academy cafeteria, rumors about her and Theodore had spread rapidly.

"William Artin—does that scoundrel honestly look like The Chosen One to you?"

"Are you saying he's not?"

"That's right. This is just speculation, but you know the famous story about Theodore Artin, William's twin brother, who ran away because he couldn't stand the mistreatment from his family? What if... he's Theodore Skyroad?"

"Come on, no way~"

Already, students were speculating whether Theodore might actually be Theodore Artin. Despite the different hair color, his face was strikingly similar to William's, like a twin, and his overwhelming talent was beyond imagination, making people wonder if he might be the real Chosen One.

However, there was one decisive reason why they couldn't turn their suspicions into certainty.

"Isn't he the heir to House Skyroad? Would a ducal house pass on their family name to someone who doesn't share their blood?"

"True... that's the sticking point."

Theodore's background as the heir named by House Skyroad was not widely known. Throughout the Arkan Empire, there had been all sorts of speculation about his identity, but most assumed he must have some close blood relation to Duke Skyroad.

Since Duke Skyroad loved his wife too much for Theodore to be an illegitimate child, some speculated he might be a close nephew.

"The rumors are growing, I see."

Theodore calmly remarked about the stories about himself and the name Theodore Artin, as if he had expected it. Or rather, this entire situation might have been his intention all along.

However, the students' conversations made Yuria uncomfortable.

"But if Theodore is really Theodore Artin and The Chosen One, what happens to our country?"

"It means we've lost The Chosen One to another country, which is a disaster."

"Oh no, then all the benefits our Britannia Empire has been enjoying will collapse. What should we do?"

"I'm worried too. Sigh."

They showed no interest whatsoever in what hardships Theodore Skyroad might have endured in the past. They were only sighing because they could no longer benefit indirectly or feel vicarious satisfaction from having The Chosen One in their country.

The Britannia Empire had already been gaining diplomatic advantages and various benefits against the Sran Empire and Arkan Empire by promoting William Artin as The Chosen One.

In their mindset, The Chosen One was not a hope to save the world from the apocalypse, but merely a convenient tool for their own benefit.

Perhaps it wasn't always like this, but as time passed and they became accustomed to the benefits they received, a mindset that regarded The Chosen One as nothing more than a convenient tool had become established.

*This country really goes too far.*

Yuria disliked all of this. Regardless of who The Chosen One was—even if it were a human garbage like William Artin—she believed it wasn't right for them to be treated as a convenient tool, separate from their personal faults.

Ch.50 - {William's Intention} 2
# What William Is Aiming For

'What might Lord Theodore be thinking about this?'

Yuria wondered what Theodore was thinking as she looked at him.
Being the Chosen One seemed like a position of glory, but no matter how she thought about it, Yuria saw it as a position that carried the enormous burden of having to protect the world.
However, this country seemed to have forgotten about the danger of the apocalypse and was filled only with thoughts of how to use the Chosen One.

Yuria was curious about how Theodore felt about this issue, but she didn't ask.
She decided to wait for him to tell her on his own, thinking that there would come a day when he would share his thoughts.

"Lord Theodore. It's nice to see you."

At that moment, Princess Louise of the Britannia Empire approached them with what appeared to be a practiced smile.
As she approached, Yuria unconsciously took a step closer to Theodore's side.

'That woman is coming with dark intentions again.'

Wariness rose greatly within Yuria.
She felt hostility toward the woman surging from deep within her, knowing no bounds.

* * *

"But if Theodore is really Theodore, and he's the Chosen One, what happens to our country?"

"Losing the Chosen One to another country is a serious problem."

"Oh, then all the benefits our Britannia Empire has been enjoying will collapse. What should we do?"

"I'm worried too. Sigh."

Theodore inwardly mocked their foolish perspective upon hearing their words.

'As expected, they're shortsighted. They only see what's right in front of them, so they completely miss what's truly important.'

This was the level of vision displayed by the students of Minster Academy, supposedly where the brightest minds of the Britannia Empire gathered.
In fact, this problem occurred more easily because they were students of Minster Academy.

They had witnessed firsthand the actions of William, known as the Chosen One, behaving like a scoundrel.
They could become victims of his violence if they went against his mood, and they had also seen him leading a promiscuous life with countless female students.

'Because of that, common sense itself has become a mess.'

The country was problematic too, focusing only on immediate benefits while maintaining diplomatic superiority over the other two empires by claiming to have the Chosen One.
But such greedy, shortsighted vision had spread like a poisoned apple shared among them.

If William had at least shown a struggling appearance while emphasizing responsibility, perhaps more people would have thought differently.
However, what William showed was using his position as the Chosen One as power to act arrogantly, so no one thought about the obligations that the Chosen One must bear.

No, it would be more accurate to say they deliberately ignored it.
They abandoned everything with the sole belief that since he was the prophesied Chosen One, he would somehow manage.

'If William had truly been the Chosen One, it would have led only to destruction.'

Theodore was gradually sensing what the apocalyptic danger approaching this world was.
As the Chosen One destined to protect this world from itself, he possessed numerous powers beyond what he had shown Yuria—the ability to slow time to 1/1000th of its normal speed and the power to fold space to move.

However, with all these powers came the duty to protect the world in the future.

[I don't care if this kind of world disappears.]

A familiar voice momentarily flashed through Theodore's mind.

The voice of a young boy filled with evil and hatred...
The image of a young boy in ragged clothes glaring hatefully at the world itself, wandering because he couldn't find where to direct his resentment, followed in succession.

But Theodore quickly folded that thought and threw it into the center of his memories.

'Unfortunately, the current me has found reasons to protect this world.'

People had appeared whom he needed to protect even at the cost of his life.
Those people wouldn't want him to sacrifice his life, but the same was true for him.
He wanted to protect the world because he didn't want them to die.

It was simply what he wanted.
That was all there was to it.

"Lord Theodore. It's nice to see you."

As lunchtime was ending, he saw Princess Louise approaching him with what appeared to be a practiced smile.
Theodore almost reached for Yuria's hand when he saw her step closer to him with a wary expression, but he stopped himself.

"What brings you here?"

"Oh my, you don't need to be so formal. Even though I'm a princess, we're classmates here, aren't we? You can be more comfortable with me."

Louise said with a broad smile, but Theodore could guess her intentions, so he responded with an equally false smile.

"I understand."

"Actually, I wanted to meet and talk during lunch, but you weren't around."

Theodore glanced at Yuria as she moved even closer to him.

- Play along for a moment.

After sending this message to her mind using qi, he gently put his arm around her shoulders.

"!"

Yuria's expression briefly colored with embarrassment and surprise as her eyes widened, but she quickly composed herself and quietly leaned against him.
Moreover, she looked somewhat relieved.

"I had to prepare a meal for my beloved fiancée."

At Theodore's provocation, Louise's expression almost visibly distorted.
She was approaching him thinking he might be the Chosen One, and depending on the situation, she wouldn't hesitate to use her beauty as a princess to seduce him.
But the fact that he already had a fiancée, and that fiancée was known as the greatest beauty of the Arkan Empire with unparalleled looks, was becoming a barrier for her.

'It's not like I had any particular purpose in preparing it.'

The problem was simply that Yuria Arsein had broken down his wall of caution by barging into his life.
Thanks to that, he ended up voluntarily preparing lunch for her, something he would never have considered otherwise.

"Your fiancée... You and Lady Yuria seem to be very close?"

As Louise asked with a forced smile, barely suppressing her trembling voice, Theodore nodded.

"I've sworn to protect her with my life."

Of course, that oath was made out of duty before he developed feelings for Yuria.
But to listeners, it would sound completely different.

'I didn't make a separate oath, but it's not a lie.'

Theodore found the sensation of his hand on Yuria's shoulder strange.
As he had felt when embracing her, the touch of her feminine body seemed quite soft.
Her scent was pleasant, soft, and somehow both stirred and calmed his mind—a contradiction.

All of this must have been the effect of his changed perspective toward her.

"Ugh."

Louise seemed troubled.
No matter how beautiful she herself was, Yuria was the greatest beauty of the Arkan Empire, and since there was no beauty in the Britannia Empire comparable to Yuria, her beauty was likely the greatest across both countries.
She was too formidable an opponent to challenge with feminine charm.

"Actually, I have something urgent to tell you."

Louise seemed to have changed her approach.
Rather than trying to seduce him with her beauty, she appeared to have decided to build a relationship by first conveying important information.

"Is that so?"

"Yes. William has just requested the official declaration of Theodore Artin's death, and the Artin ducal family has officially declared Theodore Artin deceased."

The confirmation of Theodore Artin's death.

What this meant was that even if the real Theodore Artin appeared, he would not be officially recognized.
Even if the real Theodore Artin revealed his identity, he would be treated as an impostor.
That's what it meant when a family declared someone dead.

That was exactly what William was aiming for.

'The Duchess Artin must have resisted.'

Ceres would likely have resisted, but it seemed the Duke Artin had reluctantly complied.
More precisely, William must have caused enough trouble to make it impossible for them not to comply.
It was obvious without seeing that he had crossed all lines to make this happen.
He had employed extreme methods to maintain his position as the Chosen One, but he had no other choice.

After all, he was nothing but an impostor.

"But why are you telling me this?"

Theodore responded without showing any sign of being affected, as if the story had nothing to do with him.
However, Louise seemed even more convinced of Theodore's identity.
It was clear she had reached the conclusion that for William to take such drastic action, he must have felt threatened by Theodore Artin's existence.

"I'll explain that later. Well then, Lord Theodore, Lady Yuria. I hope you both enjoy your classes."

And deliberately not saying everything at once to maintain future contact, she slipped away.

'Things will progress quickly now.'

It seemed his old identity would soon be widely revealed.
Theodore was thinking this as he momentarily removed his hand from Yuria's shoulder.

"Ah."

He felt Yuria's left hand grasp his right hand as it came down.

Ch.51 - {Facing The Truth}
## Facing the Truth

The Emperor of the Britannia Empire felt the time approaching when he would have to confront the truth he had been avoiding.

"What a headache."

Even without Louise's report, just looking at what House Artin had announced today was enough to raise suspicions.

*Was there really any need to announce the death of Theodore Artin, who went missing 11 years ago?*

The answer, no matter how he thought about it, was that there wasn't.
William Artin had already held the position of heir to House Artin for 11 years, and his misdeeds had made him an uncontrollable presence that even House Artin couldn't restrain.

*William's sudden action means he's feeling some kind of anxiety.*

Being the emperor of a country naturally required one to exercise their mind to some degree.
Although sitting on the imperial throne inevitably led to developing a certain myopia, to ordinary people, the emperor appeared as an enigmatic figure—shortsighted in some aspects while sharp and perceptive in others.

*The Duchess Artin reportedly broke down crying, calling Theodore Skyroad "Sirius"... with all this happening, it's even more suspicious.*

As he had considered before, if Theodore's true identity was Sirius Artin, then he was likely the real Chosen One.
And if he was the Chosen One, all the diplomatic privileges the Britannia Empire currently enjoyed would disappear.
Moreover, now that Sirius Artin had been officially declared dead, if his true identity were revealed, the blow to House Artin would be far from light.

*They might even face complete ruin.*

No matter how long their history, House Artin would inevitably face destruction for allowing the Chosen One to leave the country.
And as the Emperor, concerned about public opinion holding the imperial family responsible, he prayed that Princess Louise would use any means necessary to win Theodore over in the current situation.

*Even if he's not the Chosen One, we can just say we've gained a talented individual.*

Louise's report detailed the abilities Theodore Skyroad had demonstrated at Minst Academy.
It confirmed that the rumors about his abilities at Jeiha Academy weren't false but true.

"Even if he's not the Chosen One, he's talented enough to be the Princess's husband and receive a separate title without issue."

However, considering his position as heir to House Skyroad, the minimum title he should receive would be that of a duke.
Originally, if he turned out to be Sirius Artin, the Emperor had considered giving him the title of Duke Artin, but unfortunately, William had made that plan unusable.

"William Artin..."

The Emperor felt he might need to break from established conventions to resolve the current situation.

* * *

Yuria was slightly surprised by her own action of taking Theodore's hand.
But she didn't try to let go.

*Compared to what Duke's Son Theodore did, this is nothing.*

The thought automatically crossed Yuria's mind.
Compared to Theodore putting his hand on her shoulder and embracing her, or embracing her after class this morning, holding hands was nothing.
As she thought this, Yuria felt self-conscious about how childish her thinking seemed.

*What am I even thinking?*

She could feel her heart beating rapidly.
Yuria carefully observed Theodore's expression.
However, Theodore simply smiled slightly and gently held her hand in return without saying anything.

*This is... embarrassing...*

She felt embarrassed by her impulsive action.
But Yuria had already reached the stage of recognizing and accepting her feelings, so she didn't let go of his hand.

"Um, Duke's Son Theodore. It seems they won't give up over there... will you be alright?"

"Yes, they certainly won't give up. And it seems something major will happen in the near future."

The "major event" Theodore referred to was likely the process of proving his identity.
Judging by William's excessive actions and Princess Louise's reaction, Theodore's truth was already right in front of them as well.

"I feel especially sorry toward you. You've been caught up in my personal affairs."

Theodore apologized again.
His apologies still felt somewhat unfamiliar to Yuria, but she understood this was his true nature now that he had opened his heart.

*He may be annoyingly perfect... but he kept his distance because he's actually sensitive to emotional attachments.*

He was the type who, once he gave his affection, gave it deeply, and knowing this about himself, he had worn a mask and maintained distance.
Yuria herself was still confused about how to process the fact that she had unknowingly crossed the barrier he had set up.

But one thing felt clear to her.

*This is better than before.*

Theodore's current attitude toward her was better than before.
That fact was an undeniable truth regardless of any other factors.

"Well, we should head to class now."

"Yes, it seems like it's about to start."

It was time for the afternoon class to begin.
The afternoon class was physical training, held in a large open space.
Therefore, the venue serving as the classroom for this session was not inside a building but in an open field.

"To properly handle a sword, it's not just about your arms! The lower body that supports you while wielding a sword must also be trained!"

While the muscular professor passionately lectured, most students showed bored reactions.
This class itself was quite popular.

For students in the Swordsmanship Department who enjoyed physical activity, classes like this where they could run around and swing swords rather than sit in chairs were preferable.
Most had already experienced swinging swords for hours each day before coming to Minst Academy, so it wasn't difficult.

*This is something I do often.*

Yuria also understood what the professor was saying.
Having exercised to build strength since childhood and repeated sword techniques countless times, she appeared delicate on the outside but was actually quite confident in her physical abilities.

Although she had been pushed to second place at Jeiha Academy because of Theodore, being second in the Swordsmanship Department as a first-year at Jeiha Academy meant she was among the most skilled.
It signified excellence not just in swordsmanship but in various aspects including physical strength.

"So today, I'll test the physical strength of those two new foreign students."

"That won't be necessary, sir."

Theodore replied calmly.

"What did you say?"

The professor seemed taken aback by Theodore's response.

"Ah, yes. You're Theodore Skyroad! Heir to House Skyroad of the Arkan Empire, but right now, you're just my student!"

"That's correct."

"Then how dare you speak to me like that?"

Theodore shook his head.

"Not at all. I know your words aren't wrong, Professor. It's just that my physical strength exceeds yours."

Professor Burrock, in charge of physical training, seemed to find Theodore's statement incredibly arrogant.

"I see. You defeated Professor Benjamin in swordsmanship, so now you're being arrogant?"

Professor Burrock, confident in his physical abilities, frowned as if seeing Theodore as an arrogant genius obsessed with his own skills.
But Yuria knew that Theodore's words, though they sounded conceited, were true.

In fact, during physical training classes in their first year at Jeiha Academy, Yuria and Theodore had several sessions where they wore heavy objects on various parts of their bodies and had to endure using pure physical strength without using qi.
At that time, Yuria had endured better than other students but eventually collapsed from physical exhaustion.

But Theodore showed no signs of fatigue at all.
Even accounting for his naturally greater strength as a male compared to Yuria, he was surprisingly barely sweating and showed no signs of tiredness.

Yuria still vividly remembered his response to the professor at that time about his stamina: "Endurance was what I needed most when I was young, so it's only natural."

"Really? Do you have the confidence to show us just how impressive your physical abilities are?"

Theodore didn't back down from Professor Burrock's challenge.

"I can demonstrate anytime."
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When Theodore accepted his provocation head-on instead of avoiding it, Professor Burrock gave a menacing smile.

"Let's see how long that confidence lasts!"

After saying that, Professor Burrock brought out heavy-looking equipment to be worn on the shoulders, arms, and waist.

"These have been magically enhanced to be much heavier. Try to endure for 30 minutes while repeating basic sword movements without using your qi."

This was a test of not just endurance but strength as well. Since there wasn't enough time to check Theodore's stamina through running exercises, Professor Burrock seemed to have chosen this method instead.

"I'll do as instructed."

Theodore took the equipment from Professor Burrock, put it on, drew his sword, and began repeating basic movements.

After 5 minutes, Professor Burrock's expression suggested that Theodore at least had the basics down.
After 10 minutes, his expression began to harden slightly.
After 30 minutes, Professor Burrock's face was completely transformed with astonishment.

But unlike the professor whose expression changed moment by moment, Theodore's face remained remarkably calm and serene. Though sweat beaded on his forehead and other parts of his body, he maintained the relaxed expression of someone leisurely enjoying a cup of coffee, showing no signs of fatigue.

Without even changing clothes, he completed the entire exercise in his school uniform, then casually used magic to remove the sweat from his body.

"Time's up," Theodore announced as he set down his sword after 30 minutes.

Yuria nodded as if this was exactly what she had expected.

*Given Duke's Son Theodore's stamina, this is only natural.*

She wasn't surprised because she knew Theodore's physical capabilities well. But others didn't share her familiarity.

"He's trained his stamina to that level too?"

"How is this possible?"

"So his swordsmanship is good enough to defeat Professor Benjamin, his magic is at Archmage level enough to toy with Senior Jade, and he's also excellent at spirit arts, hand-to-hand combat, and other skills?"

Laments about Theodore's versatile abilities were spreading throughout Minst Academy. His multifaceted talents had been famous at Jeiha Academy too, where he had monopolized the top position in every department except the Department of Divinity.

Although here in the Britannia Empire, being from another country, there had been opinions that the rumors might be exaggerated, today they realized those rumors were not false but true.

"He's a monster..."

Professor Burrock was looking at Theodore with an expression that seemed somehow enlightened. Theodore had endured for 30 minutes, but it was clear that even if an hour had passed, there would have been little change except for more sweat.

After the first afternoon class on physical training ended, Theodore resumed his activities. He began gradually throwing provocations toward the entire Minst Academy. While walking with Yuria in the hallway, he suddenly muttered as if letting something slip:

"The swordsmanship and magic here are below expectations."

It was said as if he were just mumbling to himself, but no one would think these words were merely self-talk when spoken where numerous students were passing by. Unlike the morning when many people had shown spirit in challenging him, now most Minst Academy students who made eye contact with him quickly turned away, desperate to avoid him.

Now that even Professor Benjamin had been defeated in swordsmanship, it was unthinkable that any student would consider challenging him in that area. The same went for hand-to-hand combat and magic. There might have been people willing to challenge him in spirit arts, but they too were reluctant to initiate a match, guessing that Theodore's spirit arts abilities, though unknown, would be far from mediocre.

*Do none of them have any desire to learn?*

Even against an overwhelmingly strong opponent, it was still just practice. Yuria thought that if she had such an opportunity, she would challenge him even at the risk of defeat.

It wasn't as if limbs would be broken; in a match that would only bring defeat, there was always something to learn even in losing. But it seemed difficult to find someone with passion like Yuria's in this academy.

However, there was at least one exception.

"I would very much like to learn a thing or two about swordsmanship from you."

Owen Lawrence, the second-year top student of the Swordsmanship Department who had been defeated by Yuria, challenged Theodore during the free hour after the first afternoon class.

"So you're challenging me knowing you'll lose."

"Yes, I don't think I can beat you, but I learned something. Duke's Son Skyroad, even if I lose to you, I'll still gain something if I can pick up even one thing from the fight."

"...Correct answer."

Yuria noticed that Theodore drew his sword with a certain degree of respect.

*He won't teach like he did at Jeiha Academy, but he won't prevent his opponent from learning something from the match.*

* * *

"Owen Lawrence. To be frank, the difference between you and me is beyond heaven and earth—it's like the difference between someone standing on clouds looking down from the sky and someone who has dug deep below the ground."

It was an excessively grandiose comparison, but Owen acknowledged this fact with a nod.

"I know."

"Good. I couldn't find anyone here who matches my level, but you at least have the basics, so I'll give you a chance. I'll swing my sword just once. Whether you can learn anything from it depends on you."

At Theodore's words, Owen gripped his sword, sweat dripping from tension.
He could sense that the opponent before him was not just making arrogant statements but possessed overwhelming abilities on a completely different level from Yuria Arsein earlier.

"I hope you won't disappoint me. I'd like to see that you're different from those who merely crawl on the ground without any spirit."

"Haaaa!"

As Theodore swung his sword, Owen put all his energy into meeting the attack head-on.

KWAAANG!

"Urrrgh!"

Owen was seen flying about three meters before his back slammed against the floor with a loud thud.
Many onlookers who were watching their match began to murmur at the sight, which looked extremely painful.

"Isn't that going too far?"

"That must really hurt."

"He shows no mercy. Ugh."

"He really is incredibly strong."

"Could he actually be The Chosen One?"

"Hey, shh! Be quiet!"

Theodore seemed remarkably indifferent to the reactions of the Minst Academy students around him.
He had never had good feelings toward them in the first place, and seeing their confusion when faced with the truth should have made him feel that everything was proceeding according to plan.

The feeling of emptiness he was experiencing now was unexpected.

*It's because of Rayna.*

Theodore barely managed to suppress his expression from crumpling as he realized it was because of his sister, Rayna Artin, who would be waiting for him in his quarters. Though her pain might not equal his past suffering, he had come to accept her as a family member due to the sense of kinship he felt with his blood sister who was experiencing similar anguish.

The emptiness he felt now was worry about what would happen if Rayna refused to go with him.

*How ridiculous. Why am I worrying about this already?*

But Theodore realized that no matter how rationally he tried to think, emotional aspects couldn't be resolved through effort alone.
It was the same with Yuria Arsein.
When she had taken his hand earlier, he had felt the urge to embrace her and could only suppress the emotion, not eliminate it.

His weakness was that once he allowed himself to care for someone, there was no turning back.
With this in mind, Theodore decided to deviate slightly from his plan.

*I need to drop more obvious hints.*

It seemed necessary to make them notice his past as quickly as possible.
For those who couldn't find the answer even with the truth right in front of them, he might as well write out the answer key.

"Healing."

After using healing magic to restore Owen's physical condition as he lay on the floor, Theodore turned to Yuria and said:

"Young Lady Yuria, I'll be back shortly."

"Yes."

Young Lady Yuria wore an expression suggesting she had an idea of what was happening.
Yet she didn't ask him about it, instead waiting for him to tell her himself.

Not long ago, he would have felt displeasure at her behavior, but now he couldn't feel any discomfort at all.

Ch.53 - {Parents' Concerns}
# Parents' Concern

11 years ago.

The Duke of Skyroad, who had nearly died at the hands of unimaginable monsters, was saved by a boy of unknown identity.

"What's your name?"

The Duke of Skyroad asked with a gentle smile toward a black-haired boy.

"Why do you want to know?"

The young boy replied impertinently with a question of his own.

"I want to express my gratitude for saving my life. Could you perhaps tell me where you're staying?"

"Don't have one."

"Hmm?"

"I said I don't have one."

The boy's eyes were empty as he spoke.

"Don't tell me you're living alone?"

"Yeah. I'm just wandering around from place to place."

The boy answered the surprised Duke of Skyroad and turned away.

"Where are you going?"

"Don't know. Just going to walk somewhere, anywhere."

Seeing the boy with no destination in mind, the Duke of Skyroad asked:

"Then how about coming to our home?"

* * *

The Duke of Skyroad's family was waiting for Theodore's contact.
Today was Theodore's first day of classes after going to study abroad at Minst Academy.

"I'm sure that child will do well on his own, but I still worry."

The Duchess of Skyroad said, thinking of Theodore.
Though she hadn't given birth to him herself, he was a son she loved like her own child, and he was exceptionally talented.

Considering that he was truly the Chosen One, such talent wasn't surprising, but regardless, the existence of such an outstanding son was a source of pride for her.
The Duke of Skyroad felt no differently in that regard.

"I'm actually worried that he might do too well."

However, he was concerned in a different way than the Duchess.

"Darling, what do you mean by that?"

"Sigh, exactly what I said. Our Theo will do just fine without any problems. But if that happens, I'm concerned about how much the Britannia Empire will bother him..."

Theodore had gone there prepared to endure all of that.
But as soon as he arrived, he became entangled with William and the Duke and Duchess of Artin. Now, if he were to demonstrate his abilities, there would be people on the Britannia Empire's side who would guess his identity.
And there, he had reunited with his biological sister, Reina Artin, whom he had never seen before.

"And Reina Artin. That poor child."

"Indeed. Our Theo is one thing, but why can't those people properly take responsibility for the children they bring into this world... I simply cannot understand it."

Perhaps because they had a daughter just one year older than her?
The Duke and Duchess of Skyroad felt deeply sorry for Reina Artin's situation and thought that if she were to leave the Artin family, they would accept her as their adopted daughter and love her like their own.

Judith was also excited about the possibility of having Reina as her sister, so the family was unanimously in favor.
All that remained was Reina Artin's own choice.

"Hmm?"

At that moment, a rectangular screen appeared before the Duke of Skyroad.
Soon, Theodore's face was displayed on the screen.
Bowing his head respectfully in greeting, he said:

[Father, I apologize for contacting you again so early.]

They had briefly spoken during lunch time, and it had been just over an hour since then, yet he was calling again.
Theodore apologized for this, but the Duke of Skyroad shook his head.

"Don't say that. What father would find his son's calls bothersome?"

Of course, even as the Duke said this, several fathers who would indeed find it bothersome came to mind.
But at least he wasn't one of them.

"So, Theo, is there something important that made you contact me so suddenly?"

The Duke of Skyroad sensed that if Theodore was calling again so soon, he must have something important to discuss.

[Yes. It seems like an important matter that I should inform you and Mother about in advance.]

"Tell me what it is."

Not just the Duke, but the Duchess of Skyroad also quietly waited for Theodore's words.

[The Britannia Empire has noticed my excellence and has begun making moves by sending the Imperial Princess. At this rate, everything will be revealed as expected even if I do nothing.]

The Duke of Skyroad nodded at Theodore's words.
It was just as they had anticipated.
Which made it somewhat bitter.

"Are you alright with that?"

[That part is not a problem. I was merely showcasing a portion of my excellent abilities to bring glory to the Skyroad family name. I just have another concern.]

"...What is it?"

The Duke of Skyroad had a guess but asked Theodore for a definitive answer.

[Reina. I'm somewhat worried about that child.]

"Reina?"

[Yes. It seems her existence is more significant than I thought. That's why I needed to inform you in advance about what I'm planning to do.]

From Theodore's words, the Duke of Skyroad guessed what he intended to do.

"Don't tell me? You're planning to drop hints to make them realize your identity even faster?"

[Yes, Father.]

Theodore nodded and said:

[I also plan to advise His Majesty. The Arkan Empire no longer needs to tolerate the Britannia Empire's deception of presenting a false Chosen One for their benefit.]

The Duke of Skyroad looked at Theodore's face on the screen as he declared his intention to accelerate the moment when he would be revealed as the true Chosen One.

"Are you sure you're alright with this?"

"Yes, Theo. Will you be okay?"

The Duke and Duchess of Skyroad asked Theodore simultaneously.
As parents, they were worried about him.

How much would the Artin family bother him?
How much would the Britannia Empire harass him?

Beyond that, they worried that their son Theodore might be emotionally hurt by the ugly, greedy behaviors of those people.

[There won't be any problems.]

However, Theodore remained unwavering despite his parents' concerns.
He had already made a firm decision.

"Theo, is this what you want?"

Seeing Theodore's determination, the Duke of Skyroad asked if this was truly what he wanted.

[Yes, it's what I want.]

After Theodore answered that it was his own desire, the Duke of Skyroad closed his eyes briefly to compose his emotions and said:

"If you're concerned about our Arkan Empire suffering diplomatic disadvantages... don't worry about that. I'll speak to His Majesty separately."

The Duke's words weren't what one would expect from the head of the Skyroad family, who was loyal to the Arkan Empire.
Considering how much diplomatic disadvantage the Arkan Empire was suffering due to the false Chosen One presented by the Britannia Empire, the existence of Theodore as the true Chosen One would eventually need to be revealed.

But he thought it would be better for his son to commit a small sin rather than suffer emotional wounds.
It was the heart of parents who didn't want to use their son for political purposes.

[That's also what I want. I no longer wish to see our Arkan Empire being disadvantaged by their false claims.]

But Theodore himself had already made up his mind about everything.
The country he had chosen to pledge his loyalty to and live for was the Arkan Empire, not the Britannia Empire where he was born and had only bad memories.
And as the heir to the Skyroad family, he intended to use his status as the Chosen One for the benefit of both the Skyroad family and the Arkan Empire.
He would also use it as a weapon of retribution.

"...I see. I can't dissuade you any further. Sigh, still, please proceed with caution."

[Yes, Father. Father, Mother, I'll end the call now.]

"Alright."

"Take care."

With that, Theodore's communication ended.
The Duchess of Skyroad, who had been quietly observing since it was a family matter, let out a sigh.

"Ah, darling. I think we should go see Theo ourselves."

"Yes, I believe so."

The Duke and Duchess of Skyroad thought they should visit the Britannia Empire themselves under the pretext of being parents of a student.
And they wouldn't be the only ones making this visit.

"If we go, the Arcein family will come too."

"Indeed. The Duchess of Arcein would probably rush there immediately."

The couple shared a bitter smile, remembering how the Duchess of Arcein had been in an uproar after hearing that William Artin had targeted and attempted to kidnap Yuria, whom they had sent to the Britannia Empire.
William Artin and the Britannia Empire, who had been shielded by the false defense of being the Chosen One that had covered up all their crimes until now, were about to face a major upheaval.
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"It seems like things between Theo and Lady Yuria are becoming quite serious... I'm a bit worried that he might start treating her affairs as his own. Things are already complicated enough..."

Despite having her own complicated matters to deal with, the Duchess of Skyroad was concerned about Theodore taking an active interest in Yuria's affairs. Since the Arsein ducal family would naturally prioritize their daughter Yuria, the burden Theodore would have to bear would only grow larger.

"I'm worried too... but that's Theodore's choice to make."

The Duke of Skyroad said with a bitter smile.

"As parents, we're concerned, but it's not even an engagement yet. We can't interfere in matters of emotions between a man and a woman, can we?"

"That's true. It's good that they get along well, but given the situation..."

The engagement had been decided between the Skyroad and Arsein ducal families. However, they couldn't control how feelings might blossom between the young man and woman.

As heirs to noble families, engagement was a natural duty, but they couldn't interfere with personal emotions.

"If anything, it's a good thing if he's developing positive feelings for his fiancée."

Having said that, the Duke of Skyroad thought he should soon contact the Imperial Family. And through them, word would also reach the Arsein ducal family.

* * *

"Prepare to visit Minster Academy in Britannia Empire soon... hmm."

The Duke of Arsein frowned upon hearing the direct order from the Emperor. It was an instruction to prepare to visit Minster Academy, where his daughter Yuria was studying, as a parent.

The meaning was that Theodore Skyroad would soon reveal a major truth that might cause a commotion, so they should prepare to go in advance as a consideration. However, he hadn't been told what major truth Theodore Skyroad would reveal.

"Darling, is it true that we need to prepare to go to Minster Academy?"

"Sigh, yes."

The Duchess of Arsein had apparently already heard the news, rushing in with urgent steps before the Duke could tell her himself.

"But from whom did you hear this information?"

"From the Duchess of Skyroad."

It seemed the person who informed the Duchess of Arsein was the Duchess of Skyroad. Since they were both parents who had sent their children to study abroad in a distant country, it was expected that they would meet frequently to talk.

"Did you hear anything else about what's happening?"

"No? I only heard that all the parents are going to Minster Academy together to see how the children are doing?"

It seemed the Duchess of Arsein hadn't heard that Theodore was going to reveal some great truth. Naturally, she wouldn't know what that truth was either.

'Ugh, what if my wife gets angry again?'

The Duke of Arsein felt fear as he watched his wife smiling happily at the prospect of seeing their daughter. This wasn't just a parental visit; the Emperor had specially arranged for the Arsein couple to go out of concern and consideration for them, as they would worry about their daughter when Theodore revealed the truth. He was afraid that if the Duchess of Arsein found out, she might cause a scene due to excessive worry about Yuria. And he would be the first to face his wife's anger.

"Umm. D-darling. Please calm down and listen."

The Duke of Arsein took a deep breath, overcame his fear, and carefully looked at his wife as he spoke. Despite being in her 40s, his wife was still beautiful. Though the fresh, innocent girlish charm of her youth had faded, her bewitching beauty in her 40s still showed that she was the mother of Yuria Arsein, known as the most beautiful woman in the Arkan Empire. It would be hard to find someone who wouldn't be captivated by her mature sensuality.

The Duke of Arsein, who had pursued her relentlessly in his youth and still remained henpecked even after marriage, felt himself growing weak whenever he saw his wife's beautiful face, but he couldn't help it. Loving his wife too much made it inevitable that he would be weak before her.

"Is something wrong?"

The Duchess of Arsein's gaze turned cold. She had been happy about seeing her daughter, but now she sensed there was something her husband wasn't telling her.

"W-well... ahem!"

The Duke of Arsein cleared his throat and finally managed to calm himself enough to speak.

"Actually, it seems Theodore is planning something. He apparently intends to reveal some major secret known only to His Majesty and the Skyroad ducal family, which will cause a great shock to the Britannia Empire... I don't know what it is, but we're being told to go there in advance and be on standby because we might be greatly surprised."

"...Is it related to Yuria?"

"I-I don't know. But I was told it's not directly related... and that Yuria probably already suspects it."

"Probably? You mean our daughter might get caught up in something again! Goodness! I need to contact her right away!"

As expected, the Duchess of Arsein's maternal instincts went into overdrive. She was worried that her daughter might get involved in something dangerous again, and concerned that she might get hurt because of it.

"D-darling. Please calm down!"

"How can I be calm! Darling, contact her right now! Contact Yuria immediately!"

The Duke of Arsein felt like crying. He was worried about Yuria too.

But he knew that such worrying would only displease his eldest daughter, who hated being treated like a child. As someone who understood that Yuria's dream of becoming a renowned warrior across the continent was no small ambition, the Duke of Arsein found himself caught between his wife and daughter once again.

'Urgh, Lilia. Please comfort your father's troubled heart.'

And Lilia, who had been listening to the Arsein couple's conversation from outside, bit her lip slightly.

* * *

'Sister already suspects it?'

Lilia felt a wave of displeasure.

'Theodore not only protects sister, constantly risking his life for her... but he might have already shared secrets with her that he won't share with our family?'

Lilia clenched her fist tightly. Cold anger settled in the eyes of the beautiful girl who looked like a miniature version of Yuria.

'Even though sister acted like she didn't need him. Even though she said she disliked Theodore. Now they've developed to the point of sharing secrets?'

She knew her sister Yuria loved her. But Lilia was feeling increasingly hostile toward Yuria, and at this moment, her negative feelings toward her sister had grown to the point where she resented her.

She didn't care that Yuria was called the most beautiful woman in the Arkan Empire. She didn't care if Yuria's child would inherit the Arsein ducal family.

There was only one thing she wanted.

'Theodore...'

Theodore Skyroad. From the moment she first saw him, and through subsequent encounters, Lilia felt she had fallen in love. And not just a shallow emotion, but a deep feeling that made her feel like she couldn't live without him. She always tried to catch Theodore's eye.

In that process, something Yuria probably couldn't imagine, she had succeeded in understanding Theodore's mask and his inner thoughts to some extent.

'Sister probably thinks I haven't noticed at all...'

She had long ago figured out that Theodore's attitude was a defense mechanism to hide his emotional wounds and weaknesses. And he probably had some idea that she had figured this out.

That's why Lilia was confident that if Yuria broke off the engagement and she became engaged to Theodore instead, she would always be there to support him. Unlike her sister who prioritized her own dreams, she was ready to define her entire life around him.

'But sister... going all the way there with him... in the end...'

Jealousy and resentment grew stronger in Lilia's eyes.

'I really hate sister.'

Lilia resolved to follow her parents to the Britannia Empire, even if she had to be unreasonable about it. She couldn't bear the anxiety any longer. She had deliberately built a relationship with Judith, the young lady of the Skyroad ducal family, exchanging letters and developing a friendship, all to catch Theodore's eye.

'Ah, Theodore...'

While her parents were filled with worry about Yuria, Lilia, completely indifferent to their concerns and blindly fixated on her first love to an obsessive degree, was excited just at the thought of seeing his face again.
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The Sran Empire occupied the northern part of the continent.
While they had an image of living in a land filled with cold, the truth was that agriculture there yielded decent harvests, and it was perfectly habitable land.

However, it wasn't as abundant in food as the south, but instead, this region produced all kinds of magical metals.
Thanks to this, the Sran Empire exported to both the Britannia Empire and the Arkan Empire. But recently, the Britannia Empire had been diplomatically overbearing, significantly raising tariffs on these magical metal imports and even purchasing them at unfairly low prices.

This was tyranny carried out in the name of William Artin, known as their Chosen One.

["We have the Chosen One! It's our natural right!"]

Naturally, the Sran Empire couldn't be pleased with Britannia's behavior.
It was only natural that they felt not just displeasure but rising anger. The tragedy was that they had no choice but to maintain a submissive posture toward the Britannia Empire, which possessed the Chosen One.

But now things were changing.

"William Artin might not be the real Chosen One?"

The Emperor of the Sran Empire was a woman.
With long platinum blonde hair, snow-white skin, large eyes, a delicate slender neck, and a svelte figure, she was an astonishingly beautiful woman.

"Yes, Your Majesty."

A man kneeling on one knee before the Empress of the Sran Empire respectfully delivered his report.

"According to a report from Lady Yulia of House Rosen, who is studying abroad at Minst Academy in the Britannia Empire, the face of the heir to House Skyroad from the Arkan Empire is surprisingly similar to William Artin's."

"That's not all, is it?"

"No! And the overwhelming abilities he displayed today are beyond imagination. He has Archmage-level magical abilities, his swordsmanship overwhelmed the professor, and his physical strength is tremendous... He also claims to be skilled in Spirit Arts, and his Hand-To-Hand Combat is excellent—he's showing unbelievable achievements in multiple areas."

"...What about his age?"

"Yes. His age is also... the same as William Artin's. I couldn't find out his exact birthday, but... the timing of his adoption into House Skyroad about 11 years ago seems to coincide with when Theodore Artin disappeared."

"Hmm, is that so?"

Nermina II, the Empress of the Sran Empire, smiled with interest.

"Even if he's not the Chosen One, he would still be valuable enough."

"Yes, that's correct."

"Indeed... For now, we should observe how things unfold."

Thus, the northern Sran Empire also began to detect changes.

"And we need to resolve our internal matters in the Sran Empire as well."

Today, a strange phenomenon had been reported.

* * *

Tuesday morning.

*One day has passed now.*

Theodore was facing his second day of classes.
Last night, Theodore had stayed up late teaching Rayna how to cook, and eventually, when it got late, he and Yuria had to see her off, sending her back to the Artin ducal residence.

That was Rayna's own choice as well.
Theodore briefly recalled yesterday.

"Thanks to Theodore and Yuria, I was able to feel better. But I still have things I need to do, so I should go back."

Theodore had spoken directly to Rayna when she said this.

"If you want, you can leave House Artin. You can live with us at House Skyroad. Father and Mother have agreed to formally adopt you as their daughter."

Rayna's eyes widened slightly in surprise at Theodore's words.
It was impossible not to be surprised at the fact that a ducal house from another country wanted to formally adopt her as their Young Lady.
But she smiled slightly and said:

"May I hold off on answering that?"

"Of course, you can give me your answer whenever you want."

"Thank you, Theodore!"

Rayna had thanked him with a smile before leaving.

*Rayna will soon find out too.*

Not just Rayna, but everyone would find out.
And honestly, he no longer had any expectations for how the Duke and Duchess Artin would react.
Rather, what he looked forward to was seeing how they would fall to ruin.

Even without him doing anything, they would destroy themselves.
He just needed to watch it happen and extract Rayna from the situation.

*I should prepare breakfast.*

And now it was time to make breakfast for Yuria.
With that thought, Theodore took out the ingredients and prepared a simple breakfast. After eating with Yuria, they headed to school, when:

"Hey, what's this all about?"

"Yeah, what's going on?"

Many students were gathered, buzzing with conversation.
It was because of a notice posted at the main entrance of the school.

*So they've made this move.*

Theodore used magic to read what was written on the paper from a distance.

[To all students of Minst Academy,
By order of His Majesty the Emperor, Minst Academy will begin a tournament starting next Friday.
His Majesty has provided a venue where you can freely demonstrate all your abilities including swordsmanship, magic, Spirit Arts, and more.
However, the types of equipment are strictly limited, and detailed regulations are as follows:

- For weapons such as swords, anything beyond enhancing the durability of the blade.
- For mages' staffs, any function beyond enhancing the power and precision of magic.
- If you have any questions about equipment, please inquire with Minst Academy.

Exchange students are also welcome to participate, and a special magic will be used to verify your real name from when you were six years old for identification purposes.

The tournament's grand prize is 10,000 Britannia Empire gold coins, and an honorary title will be bestowed to honor the champion. Additional prizes will be awarded to the runner-up and down to eighth place according to ranking.]

"A tournament suddenly next week?"

"What's this all about?"

"Who cares? The grand prize is 10,000 gold coins! Even the runner-up gets a prize, and there are rewards down to eighth place!"

Students were getting excited about the prize money.
Ten thousand Britannia Empire gold coins was certainly not a small amount.

*That's an excessive amount.*

Ten thousand imperial gold coins was about six to eight times the average first prize of a lottery in the Arkan Empire—an enormous sum.
Even though Minst Academy students came from wealthy or historically prestigious families, the first prize amount was excessively large.

"Young Master Theodore. This is..."

Yuria had also confirmed the content and looked slightly surprised. However, she was more concerned about another item than the money.

"Because of that part?"

"Yes. Verifying one's real name from when they were six... this is..."

Yuria didn't finish her sentence, but Theodore knew what she was worried about.
She was concerned about him.

"It's certainly blatant."

Since they had no legitimate reason to investigate him, they were using the tournament as an excuse to naturally verify his identity.
And by doing it this way, rather than making a grand announcement, the imperial family could secretly monopolize the information.
After all, the person using magic to check real names would be sent by the imperial family, so the information would first go into their hands.

Even if he said he wouldn't participate, they would probably force top students to join by making some rule that the top and second-ranked students must participate, since he was the top student at Jeiha Academy.

*They're being clever. They want to know my identity and then make their move? It won't work that way.*

Theodore had no intention of playing into their hands.
He hadn't cast his bait in just one place.

*The Sran Empire is also curious about my identity.*

Even without him taking direct action, the Sran Empire would move on its own.
They already had accumulated grievances from the Britannia Empire's diplomatic bullying, so they wouldn't remain idle in this matter.

"Theodore Skyroad and Yuria Arsein!"

"Are they going to participate too?"

"If Theodore Skyroad participates, winning would be impossible..."

Though the sudden tournament had been announced, students blinded by the prize money didn't think deeply about why it was happening so suddenly.
The overwhelming amount of money was clouding their judgment.

"Lady Yuria."

After quietly observing the Minst Academy students being swayed by the money, Theodore called to Yuria.

"Yes, Young Master Theodore."

"You're planning to participate in this tournament, aren't you?"

And this tournament was an irresistible temptation for Yuria, more so than for himself.
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"Yes, that's what I'm thinking."

For Yuria, regardless of the tournament's original purpose or prize money, it was an opportunity to fight against numerous strong opponents and build her reputation—exactly what she wanted.

"Many strong fighters will participate, and I can't miss that."

"Yes, that's a good idea."

Theodore supported Yuria's decision to enter the tournament. In his opinion, while the purpose was obvious, it held sufficient value for Yuria to participate.

Additionally, if Yuria were to defeat all the top students from various departments across different years at Minst Academy, it would elevate not just Jeiha Academy's status but the Arkan Empire's as well.

*And Young Lady Yuria would be satisfied too.*

Yuria's satisfaction had become important to him now.

*I'll probably be forced to participate too, but I was never interested in winning here anyway.*

If he ended up facing Yuria during the tournament, he would simply forfeit. Actually, he might forfeit even before that.

*The Britannia Empire doesn't expect me to win here, or even to fight at all.*

What the Britannia Empire wanted was merely to confirm what name he had used as a child. Theodore planned to go along with the identity check, but the important thing was to prevent the Britannia Empire's royal family from having exclusive knowledge of his identity.

*And now a crisis is approaching.*

As The Chosen One, he could sense the ominous energy emanating from the Sran Empire, even if others couldn't. Though still faint, he could feel the beginnings of a calamity that would lead the world toward "the End."

*It's something the Sran Empire could handle on their own, but I might go if they request help.*

He harbored only negative feelings toward the Britannia Empire. As for the Sran Empire, while he didn't have positive feelings, he didn't have negative ones either.

*The decision will be up to His Majesty, of course.*

Ultimately, the decision to dispatch him would rest with the Emperor of the Arkan Empire. As the heir to House Skyroad and loyal to the Emperor of the Arkan Empire, Theodore took Yuria's hand and said:

"Young Lady Yuria, let's go now."

"Yes."

Yuria, who had been reading the announcement repeatedly while deep in thought, nodded and allowed herself to be led away.

* * *

"If Theodore Skyroad and Yuria Arsein participate, our chances of ranking are even slimmer."

"Ugh! Damn it. With all the top students participating, it'll be hard to even make the top eight."

"Well, who knows? Depending on the brackets, the top students might exhaust themselves fighting each other, and we could benefit from that."

"Right. Even making it to the quarterfinals would mean serious prize money."

"Honestly, even reaching the round of 16 would bring honor, if not money."

Minst Academy was buzzing with excitement about the sudden tournament, with students discussing it everywhere. Meanwhile, the powerful contenders—the top students from each department and year—were deep in thought.

"Top students from the Swordsmanship Department, Magic Department, Spirit Arts Department, Hand-To-Hand Combat Department, Spear Department, Archery Department... damn, there are too many."

These were the strongest students in each department across all years—masters that ordinary students could hardly match. While there were differences in skill even among them, with four years of students and six major departments (excluding the Department Of Divinity, which was weak in direct combat), there were 24 top students.

"Less than a third of them will make it into the top eight."

"Is it even possible for us to squeeze into the round of 16 by luck?"

While Minst Academy students were buzzing with conversation, one female student was quietly listening. She had light blonde hair and emerald eyes, with considerable beauty.

*The sudden tournament is causing quite a stir.*

Her name was Yulia Rosen.
She was the eldest daughter of Marquess Rosen from the Sran Empire, studying abroad at Britannia Empire's Minst Academy. She belonged to the Spirit Arts Department and was, naturally, a spirit mage.

*I have more to report back home.*

Since yesterday, she had been reporting everything happening at Minst Academy back to the Sran Empire. Given her position, she couldn't report directly to Empress Nermina II of the Sran Empire. However, she could communicate with her father, Marquess Rosen, under the pretext of family conversations, and he would have someone deliver the information to Empress Nermina II.

*I don't know what choice Her Majesty will make, but I need to take action too.*

In her view, this tournament was abnormal. The students of Minst Academy were blinded by the prize money and honor, but once their excitement cooled and they started thinking clearly, they would realize the hidden purpose of this tournament.

*Looking at this tournament, it's almost certain.*

This tournament wasn't simply decided by Minst Academy. Even for Headmaster Albert, arranging such a large-scale event on short notice wouldn't be easy. Even with his authority as headmaster, it would have taken at least a few months.

*As indicated by the direct order from the Emperor, all of this was directed by the Emperor of the Britannia Empire.*

Only the Emperor of the Britannia Empire could decide on such a sudden tournament. The Emperor's intention was clear in providing the arena and offering enormous prize money.

*The procedure of checking one's birth name under the pretext of identity verification is obviously meant to confirm whether he is Theodore Artin.*

It was a plan to verify whether Theodore Skyroad was indeed Theodore Artin. Even if the investigation confirmed he was Theodore Artin, the Emperor of the Britannia Empire would likely monopolize that information. Whether to reveal or conceal the truth would be in the Emperor's hands.

*That can't happen.*

Yulia decided that if Theodore Skyroad was indeed Theodore Artin, she would ensure it became widely known, even if she had to contact the Sran Empire directly for help.

"Look over there! It's Theodore Skyroad!"

"Ah, so handsome!"

"How can he be so different from William!"

Just then, Yulia heard the surrounding female students chattering, and she looked up to see Theodore passing by.

*Classes must have just ended.*

After classes, during a short break, he was walking somewhere with his fiancée, Yuria Arsein. He appeared relaxed—the kind of ease that comes from being an overwhelming force, like a predator that doesn't need to worry about weaker prey.

Walking with intensity and confidence, his demeanor reflected pride in the strength he had built. While the strong are revered everywhere in the world, the Sran Empire especially had a culture of worshipping and favoring the powerful more than other countries.

Influenced by that culture, Yulia found Theodore Skyroad intriguing regardless of whether he was The Chosen One. She also noticed his fiancée, Yuria, beside him.

*Yuria, huh. Our names are quite similar.*

Though their names were similar, Yulia was somewhat interested in Yuria, who differed completely from her in appearance, atmosphere, and goals.

*Theodore Skyroad. I wonder how it feels to be engaged to such a brilliantly shining man?*

Theodore Skyroad's overwhelming abilities, his sculpted good looks, his confidence that radiated intensity, and his threatening aura—like a predator with hidden claws, shining more brilliantly than anyone else. Yulia genuinely wondered what it felt like to stand beside him.

*Her swordsmanship skills defeated Owen Lawrence, the second-year top student, and she was said to be one of the most skilled at Jeiha Academy overall.*

Perhaps the changes in this world would begin with those two. No, if Theodore was indeed The Chosen One, that would certainly be the case.

*I need to receive orders first.*

Yulia headed to her quarters to report to her home country, the Sran Empire, and receive instructions on how to proceed.

* * *

You're moving well on your own?
Then I'll start looking forward to the results.

Ch.57 - {No Fun If Just Do What Intended}
"It's no fun to just go along with their intentions."

"A sudden tournament, huh."

Information about the tournament was delivered that day to the Emperor of the Arkan Empire as well.

"Yes, Your Majesty. It seems that since the Britannia Empire has begun to suspect Theo's identity, they're trying to confirm it quite blatantly."

The Emperor of the Arkan Empire nodded at Duke Skyroad's words.

"Indeed. I think so too. Hehe, just thinking about the truth that Duke Skyroad's son is The Chosen One finally being revealed makes me excited already!"

The Emperor of the Arkan Empire couldn't contain his laughter at the mere thought of delivering a major blow to the Britannia Empire.

"Your Majesty, I'm worried about my son... such comments are a bit..."

The Emperor of the Arkan Empire chuckled at Duke Skyroad's indirect protest about the lack of consideration.

"I think Theodore Skyroad would have said something different? After all, wasn't this all according to his intentions? Hehe."

"Sigh! That may be true... but don't you think there's a certain feeling to it?"

"Haha! That's true! Yes, as a parent, it must feel rather unpleasant! Indeed."

The Emperor of the Arkan Empire nodded understandingly, then stopped laughing and spoke with a hint of seriousness.

"Still, this matter is very important. I've explained some of it to Duke Arsein as well... but since Theodore Skyroad doesn't want to reveal the truth about being The Chosen One yet, it's going to be difficult."

"Hehe, what can we do? Relationships between men and women are complicated."

"Yes, very complicated. Still, as long as you don't end up living under someone's thumb like Duke Arsein, it's fine."

The Emperor of the Arkan Empire, who had recently helped appease Duchess Arsein, had the eyes of someone who seemed somewhat enlightened. He too had expended considerable mental energy helping Duke Arsein persuade Duchess Arsein.

"It seems Theo plans to tell Young Lady Yuria this time."

"Tsk, that boy is unnecessarily agonizing over creating the right mood. He's usually so confident, but seems quite clumsy with these things."

"Hehe, isn't that how they grow? Still, it's fortunate that they'll likely have a good relationship even after marriage."

Duke Skyroad smiled contentedly as a father. Seeing that smile, the Emperor of the Arkan Empire quietly contemplated something.

"If it becomes known that Theodore Skyroad is The Chosen One this time, the Britannia Empire's reaction will be quite a sight to behold."

Just imagining the Britannia Empire's downfall made the Emperor of the Arkan Empire excited, lifting the corners of his mouth continuously.

The Emperor of the Arkan Empire, Philip I, was filled with anticipation for the moment that would soon arrive.

* * *

Minst Academy was bustling with students trying to register for the tournament scheduled for next Friday, starting from Wednesday morning.
Classes proceeded normally, but each department had designated break times.
During these breaks, students rushed to the faculty office to register their names as tournament participants.

Although all Minst Academy students were eligible to apply, they belatedly discovered there was an unannounced test.
According to the professors, it was just a simple test, but many students were eliminated early when they failed the test administered during registration.

"Ugh, this is too much."

"I can't believe they're asking us to block just one attack from a professor!"

The test required blocking at least one attack from professors of various departments including Swordsmanship, Magic, Spirit Arts, Hand-To-Hand Combat, and others.
However, most students couldn't block even a single attack from the professors.

"Only the top and second-ranked students can block them well... it means only those with top grades can participate."

Meanwhile, the top and second-ranked students from various departments across all years easily blocked the attacks from the professors who served as examiners, proving they hadn't earned their rankings for nothing.

Clang-

"Excellent."

"Thank you, Professor."

Owen Lawrence, the top student in the second-year Swordsmanship Department who had lost to Yuria, blocked his professor's sword strike and passed the test.
With this, his name was officially registered as one of the tournament participants.

*This is how they're filtering out the chaff.*

If any student from Minst Academy could participate, it certainly would have been problematic.
It would have taken forever just to have all those students compete according to the tournament bracket.

However, Theodore thought this test would actually make things more interesting.

*The Britannia Empire must think everything is proceeding according to their plan.*

An opportunity for fame plus a huge prize money.
Most people would certainly be tempted by these.
But neither interested Theodore.

*Fame will follow me whether I want it or not. To an annoying degree.*

Being The Chosen One wasn't simply a position for enjoying honor and glory.
It was a status that came with the duty of taking on terribly dangerous tasks, and Theodore found it amusing how the Britannia Empire was blinded by glory alone.
Both William Artin and the Britannia Empire had long forgotten what was truly important.

"Duke's Son Theodore, I'll go register now too."

"Alright."

Now it was Yuria's turn.
Even on the third day, most people still couldn't take their eyes off Yuria as she passed by, captivated by her beauty.

"Yuria Arsein, exchange student from the Swordsmanship Department of Jeiha Academy, applying for this tournament."

Yuria revealed her identity and declared her intention to participate in the competition.
The professor who had just tested Owen nodded.

"I see. So you're Miss Yuria Arsein? I heard you defeated Owen Lawrence."

"Yes."

Yuria waited for the test, ready to draw her sword at any moment.
The professor, while admiring her beauty, also seemed to recognize that her swordsmanship skills were by no means shallow, and expressed additional admiration for this.

"Your posture and energy are good. Now, let me test your skills!"

With those words, the professor swung his sword with rapid speed.
Yuria raised her sword and blocked the professor's attack.

Clang!

The energy-reinforced swords collided.
Standing her ground as she blocked the professor's sword, Yuria didn't lose her posture at all.
Though she was clearly overpowered in terms of strength, she skillfully redirected most of the force in the opponent's sword by precisely manipulating her energy rather than relying solely on swordsmanship, thus eliminating most of the pressure on herself.
This was a technique possible only with skill in energy manipulation, not just swordsmanship.

"Excellent indeed. You pass."

"Thank you."

Yuria Arsein naturally received a passing judgment.
She sheathed her sword, bowed politely, and returned to Theodore's side.

"That went well."

"Yes, Duke's Son Theodore. It's thanks to everything you've taught me."

Yuria said with a smile.

"Good, then let's go."

"Yes."

Having already heard what he intended, Yuria was playing along.
And as Theodore was about to leave, the professor, who had naturally assumed he would apply too, looked bewildered.

"Wait a moment! Theodore Skyroad!"

"What is it?"

Theodore asked, pretending not to know why he was being called.

"Aren't you participating?"

The professor asked directly.
Perhaps he and other professors had received instructions from the Emperor of the Britannia Empire through Headmaster Albert.

*Probably not that I might be The Chosen One, but rather an order to make me participate in the competition by any means necessary.*

He had already figured out their intentions.
Their actions were actually in line with his own plans.
But it wouldn't be fun to simply go along with what they wanted.

"I have no interest in this kind of competition."

So Theodore declared his disinterest in the tournament.
The professor's expression visibly changed to one that clearly said "this isn't right."

"Are you serious?"

"Yes. I will not be participating."

Theodore firmly established his intention not to participate in this competition.

"Come now! Don't you have any fighting spirit? If you win in this tournament with so many students participating, you'll gain tremendous prize money and honor!"

"What a foolish question. If I were to participate, I would win so overwhelmingly that all participants would face an insurmountable wall and feel despair. It's actually better for everyone if I don't participate."

Theodore deliberately spoke in a tone that sounded as arrogant as possible, essentially throwing down a challenge to the entire Minst Academy.

Ch.58 - {No Fun If Just Do What Intended} 2
"It's no fun to just go along with their intentions."

"Ahem."

The professor cleared his throat.
Though Theodore's words sounded arrogant enough to be called presumptuous, he knew well that what Theodore said wasn't wrong.

He was a monster among monsters who had surpassed not only the student level but even the professors' level in numerous fields, not just one.

But the problem was that by the Emperor's order, all professors at Minst Academy had been commanded to ensure Theodore Skyroad's participation.
Since it was an order from the Emperor himself, not just the dean, they had no choice but to follow it, even if it seemed unreasonable.

"Are you really not going to participate?"

"No. I've already said so, but the fact that you keep asking makes me suspicious."

The professor's expression twisted slightly at Theodore's comment about being suspicious.
Not being a trained intelligence agent, but merely an academy professor, he couldn't manage his expressions skillfully.

"Sigh, so you're ultimately refusing to participate?"

"Yes. I won't."

At Theodore's firm refusal, Yuria slightly shook her head.
However, it wasn't a gesture telling him not to refuse, but rather expressing that he was hopeless.

"If you have nothing else to discuss, please don't make me repeat the same thing over and over. This is excessive, even for a professor."

Theodore had already expressed his intention not to participate several times.
Continuing to ask and persuade was going too far, even for a professor.

'If I were to make an issue of this, it would escalate.'

However, Theodore had no intention of making this public if the professor backed down appropriately.
It wasn't a major offense; the professor was just trying to follow the Emperor's orders. If Theodore made a big issue of it, it was clear that either the Emperor or Minst Academy would place all blame on the professor alone, cutting him loose.

'If he stops here, I'll let it go.'

But the professor failed to grasp the opportunity Theodore was offering.

"Reconsider. A talented individual like you not participating in the tournament! Does that make any sense?"

At those words, Theodore felt slightly regretful that the professor had ultimately rejected the lifeline he'd offered, and said:

"Very well. Then I'll take the test."

"Good thinking!"

The professor felt joy at completing his mission as Theodore drew his sword.

"Then I'll be going!"

"Yes."

All Theodore had to do was block one attack from the professor.
And if Yuria Arsein could block it, there was no way Theodore couldn't.

Clang-

But contrary to the professor's expectations, the sword fell from Theodore's hand with embarrassing ease.

"...Huh?"

The professor momentarily wore an expression of incomprehension.
Why was that sword lying on the ground?

Theodore's swordsmanship, which had defeated Professor Benjamin, was superior, not inferior.
Moreover, there was no way someone of his skill couldn't block an attack that even Yuria had blocked.
Facing the professor whose thoughts were plainly visible on his face, Theodore said with apparent regret:

"Oh my, it seems I've lost. I've failed the test."

At Theodore's words, the professor's expression changed to one of realization.

"W-wait! What are you doing? Why didn't you do it properly?"

"I've failed. So unfortunately, I cannot participate in the tournament."

Theodore pulled the fallen sword back to his hand using magic and sheathed it.

"How unfortunate, Professor. Surprisingly, it seems I'm not qualified to participate? I'll be going now."

The professor looked flustered at Theodore's words, but Theodore no longer intended to be considerate.
He had already given the professor a chance, and it was the professor himself who had rejected it.

Now, what treatment the professor would receive depended on luck.

"W-wait. Hold on! This isn't right! Let's do it properly again!"

The professor, now realizing what situation he was in, looked panicked, but Theodore didn't look back.

"It seems questionable in terms of fairness that you keep insisting a failed student participate."

He left behind just that one remark.

'Now that I've laid the groundwork for the Stran Empire to make its move, I'll have to wait and see the results.'

It would be much more entertaining to watch them struggle with this mess than to simply comply with the Britannia Empire's intentions.
After all, the Britannia Empire was a country for which Theodore could find no reason to like, so he had no reservations.

* * *

Watching Theodore deliberately disqualify himself, Yuria thought:

'If Prince Theodore's identity as the Chosen One is revealed this time... what would change?'

Her own perspective on him wouldn't change.
She had already reached a conclusion about what she needed to tell him.

It was just that since he hadn't yet revealed himself as the Chosen One, she hadn't delivered her message yet.
But now she felt that the time to convey her conclusion to Theodore was approaching.

* * *

Theodore Skyroad's refusal to participate.
And his intentional disqualification from the test.
This matter was urgently reported to the Emperor of the Britannia Empire.

"This is troublesome indeed."

The Emperor of the Britannia Empire never imagined Theodore Skyroad would act in such a way.

'Even with such a large prize!'

A whole 10,000 gold coins.
To refuse this enormous sum!
And to reject the immense honor as well—his actions were perplexing, but now was the time to think of countermeasures.

'It's as if he knew our intentions and deliberately thwarted them.'

Forcing him to participate would be difficult.
While he was still staying in the Britannia Empire, they needed to confirm if he was truly Theodore Artin, and if so, somehow persuade him.

If he were to leave for the Arkan Empire, persuading him would become dozens of times more difficult.

'To think he would deliberately lose to disqualify himself.'

This tournament was part of a plan to reveal Theodore's identity and create a foundation for the Emperor to persuade him while monopolizing that information.
If the overwhelmingly capable man was indeed Theodore Artin, he would participate in the tournament and win the massive prize.
Afterward, the Emperor planned to have him take the position of head of the Artin ducal family, ignoring the fact that he was considered dead and various customs, as a way to bring him back to the Britannia Empire.

Of course, the Emperor intended to use every method to persuade him, but that was the general outline of the plan.

'It's gone wrong from the start.'

However, Theodore Skyroad seemed to have figured it out and overturned it.
It was a clear indication that he wouldn't simply comply with their intentions.

'Should we have omitted the test?'

The test was included to filter out the weaker students from among the many participants.
It was thought that determining elimination through a test would cause less controversy than setting participation restrictions.

But Theodore had used that in reverse, making himself a failed candidate who couldn't participate in the tournament, thus avoiding it.

'In the end, do we have to force it?'

Ideally, this would end quietly.
If Theodore were to protest publicly, the reputation of Minst Academy would plummet, and in the worst case, it could escalate into another diplomatic dispute.
But with the determination not to lose a Chosen One to another country, the Emperor of the Britannia Empire decided to proceed with a forceful method.

Thus, the Emperor's command was sent to Minst Academy.

[Theodore Skyroad, being skilled enough to defeat a professor, must participate in this tournament without exception. There is no choice.]

It was essentially an imperial command enforcing participation through sheer authority.

* * *

"Hey, isn't this strange?"

"Yeah. Theodore Skyroad, I know he's a real monster and the top candidate to win, but didn't he say he didn't want to participate?"

"That's right. So why is His Majesty trying to force him to compete?"

The students of Minst Academy were also sensing something odd.
Previously excited about the prize money and honor, they now saw the winner as essentially predetermined with Theodore's forced participation, which dampened their excitement and allowed for more rational judgment.

'Damn it.'

William Artin, hearing this news, gritted his teeth with anxiety.

'Surely the imperial family hasn't caught on?'

As he spent the day feeling anxious, William heard surprising news as soon as Thursday morning arrived.

The Stran Empire had sent an official protest.

[We, the Stran Empire, cannot believe that William Artin is the true Chosen One.]

Though long and verbose, this was essentially the content of the protest letter that had suddenly been sent.

Ch.59 - {Sran Empire's Protest, And The Truth}
# The Protest of the Sran Empire, and the Truth

For nineteen years, it had been official in the Britannia Empire that William Artin was the Chosen One.
It was true that as he grew up and his delinquent behaviors became more prominent, questions arose about whether he was truly the Chosen One.

Furthermore, it was also true that even the Emperor harbored such doubts due to the existence of Theodore Skyroad, who might be Theodore Artin.
But this was the first time the Sran Empire had publicly pointed this out.

'Have they noticed?'

The Britannia Empire felt beyond bewilderment—they felt vigilant.
In truth, it wasn't strange for the Sran Empire to be aware of Theodore Skyroad, who was presumed to be Theodore Artin.

There were several people connected to the Sran Empire within Minst Academy, including exchange students from the Sran Empire.

It would have been more strange if the Sran Empire hadn't noticed William's misdeeds, his infamy, and the rumors circulating within the Britannia Empire.

But for the Sran Empire to come out so openly like this was a different story.

"Damn it, what exactly have these bastards noticed?"

The news of the Sran Empire's protest against the Britannia Empire spread instantly throughout not only Minst Academy but the entire Britannia Empire. It was spreading at an incredible speed, as if someone had prepared to disseminate all these rumors in advance.

Moreover, while there were questions about what the Sran Empire believed in to send such an official letter of protest, the answer came when Empress Nermina II of the Sran Empire herself made a video call.

[The purpose of this tournament was to confirm whether Theodore Skyroad is truly Theodore Artin, wasn't it? Emperor of the Britannia Empire, if he is Theodore Artin, then the story changes. Our Sran Empire believes there is a higher possibility that he, not William, is the true Chosen One.]

Honestly speaking, there was no definitive evidence that William Artin was the Chosen One.
If Theodore's identity as Theodore Artin—currently mere speculation—were to be confirmed, the possibility of him being the Chosen One would carry more weight.

And Theodore Skyroad belonged to the Arkan Empire, not the Britannia Empire.

[Therefore, the process of confirming Theodore Skyroad's identity should be jointly verified by our side as well.]

"What are you saying? Empress of the Sran Empire! Do you understand what you are saying?"

The Emperor of the Britannia Empire naturally had no intention of accepting this demand from the Sran Empire.
As he grew angry, thinking that such behavior from the Sran Empire was crossing the line of rudeness, Empress Nermina II spoke coldly to him.

[Do I understand what I'm saying? Emperor of the Britannia Empire. Do you truly wish to abandon the easy path and walk the difficult one?]

"What do you mean? It is you who are being disrespectful now!"

[Disrespectful? You call us disrespectful? Ahahahaha! This is absurd. As the Empress of the Sran Empire, I will tell you this. Our Sran Empire has had to endure enormous losses and your tyranny because of this William Artin you've put forward.]

"Disrespectful! Your words are too harsh!"

[You are unbelievably shameless. But remember this, Emperor of the Britannia Empire. Our Sran Empire will not let this matter slide, and if it is revealed that you have gained unfair advantages by putting forward a fake savior of the world's end, we will never forgive the Britannia Empire! And you should be prepared to pay the price for shamelessly taking unfair advantage with a fake while mistreating the one who could truly save the world!]

"This, this is outrageous!"

Unable to contain himself, the Emperor of the Britannia Empire raised his voice, pointing his finger.
However, Nermina II glared at him with cold eyes and delivered a warning.

[Theodore Skyroad—our people will come to verify if he is indeed the Chosen One.]

"You think we would allow that! This is a violation of national sovereignty! By what right do you infringe upon our country's rights?"

[Hmph. Theodore Skyroad is originally a citizen of the Arkan Empire, not the Britannia Empire, is he not?]

"Even if he were Theodore Artin, then he would be a citizen of the Britannia Empire! You have no right to interfere!"

The Emperor of the Britannia Empire's words were unreasonable.
However, with the thought that he could not give up the Chosen One, he was making an argument that even he knew was forced.

[Huhuhuhut! As I understand it, Theodore Artin was officially declared dead by the Artin Ducal family? That means even if his identity is Theodore Artin, he is officially a dead person, so he absolutely cannot be a citizen of the Britannia Empire.]

The Emperor of the Britannia Empire's face contorted.

[And this is merely a parental visit. The Rosen Viscounty is visiting to see our student, Yuria, and you have no right to prevent this.]

"Don't be ridiculous!"

[You're the one being ridiculous. Emperor of the Britannia Empire, your unreasonableness has been tolerated only because of the existence of the Chosen One. If William is a fake, our Sran Empire no longer needs to play along with your nonsense. Rather, you should be prepared to pay the price for deceiving the entire world.]

With those words, Nermina II, as if she had nothing more to say, cut off the connection.

"Ugh, uaaaaaaah!"

The Emperor of the Britannia Empire let out a scream of rage at the fact that he had been so insulted.
All those who did not wish to be caught up in the Emperor's fury, including his attendants, distanced themselves from him as much as possible.

* * *

Yuria was taking a thrusting stance, pointing her sword precisely at Theodore.

"Try to spread your ki like a net, imagining that you're capturing your opponent's movements. It might not work against an overwhelmingly superior opponent, but it can be useful for creating momentary openings against someone of similar level."

Theodore offered this advice while Yuria's sword was pointed directly at him.

"Yes, Young Master Theodore."

Yuria nodded, listening attentively to his teaching.
She was currently receiving training from him in preparation for the tournament next Friday.

'Spread it like a net...'

Yuria tried to visualize the image as Theodore had taught her. But perhaps because she wasn't yet accustomed to it, capturing an opponent's movements by visualizing an image wasn't easy unless she concentrated fully.
Especially during intense sword combat, it seemed nearly impossible.

'I have to make this possible.'

And her task was to make this seemingly impossible feat possible.

"Good. That's the spirit."

Theodore praised her, and Yuria, now accustomed to his compliments, thrust her sword while spreading her ki to capture Theodore's movements.

"Haaaap!"

There was no worry about Theodore being injured by her sword.
There was no way he would be injured by her sword in the first place. If she had that level of skill, it would mean she had already reached the realm of world-class swordsmen that she aspired to.

Swoosh—

As expected, her sword merely pierced the air.
Theodore, who avoided the sword simply by moving his body lightly, continued to dodge all of Yuria's consecutive thrusts without being hit once.

To others watching, Yuria's attacks would seem as fast as lightning.
However, while Yuria accepted that her attacks couldn't touch Theodore at all, she still felt a sense of disappointment.

'I'm still lacking.'

She wanted to become even stronger.
She wanted to become even stronger and be a renowned swordswoman across the continent.
Burning passion gleamed in her eyes, and Theodore smiled again at the sight.

"Good. Let's continue like that."

Since all afternoon classes had ended, they had been training like this until the sun set and darkness fell around them.

"Haa... haa..."

Yuria, who had swung her sword with all her might, was breathing slightly heavily.
Having fought not just physically but also with careful use of her ki, she was mentally quite exhausted as well.

"Lady Yuria. I'll prepare dinner for you, so let's go inside for now."

Theodore pointed toward his quarters, saying he would prepare dinner for her.

"Yes, Young Master Theodore. Thank you as always."

Yuria said with a slight smile.
At her smiling face, Theodore seemed to be thinking about something, standing still for a few seconds.

"Right."

But he soon entered his quarters first, and Yuria slowly followed him inside.

'It's almost time.'

Yuria recalled today's date.
Today was already Thursday.
And tomorrow, Friday, would be the major turning point.
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## The Protest of the Sran Empire, and the Truth

*The people from the Sran Empire are coming.*

By now, everyone at Minst Academy knew that people from the Sran Empire were visiting and why they were coming.

If they arrived at Minst Academy, many people's lingering questions would finally be answered, and Theodore's wishes would be fulfilled.

*Duke's Son Theodore's wish...*

In this situation, her role was simple.

*To watch from the sidelines.*

* * *

Friday morning, the fateful day finally arrived.
The people sent from the Sran Empire visited Minst Academy, accompanied by Marquess Rosen, the parent of exchange student Yulia Rosen.

*Today's confirmation will determine the fate of the world.*

Marquess Rosen felt slightly burdened by this weighty responsibility but was determined to faithfully carry out his empress's orders.
He was visiting as a parent, not bringing armed forces—just one Archmage from the Sran Empire to conduct the verification.

"What is the meaning of this!"

However, they were greeted by knights from the Britannia Empire pointing swords at them.
Their expensive, sturdy armor clearly identified them as the Emperor's personal knights, and their menacing aura made it obvious to anyone, even a child, that they weren't there with good intentions.

"You cannot pass through here."

The knights who had drawn their swords blocked Marquess Rosen's path.
Their determination to prevent passage was evident, and behind them stood thirteen mages.
Though not Archmage level, they were clearly high-ranking mages positioned to counter the Sran Empire's Archmage alongside the knights.

"I'm here as a parent, and I only intend to ask someone from the Arkan Empire—not even from Britannia—to perform a verification. You have no right to stop me!"

Marquess Rosen protested vehemently.
Of course, he wasn't really asking for permission—Marquess Rosen had already received assurances from Nermina II.
The Arkan Empire had secretly communicated something to the Sran Empire, and while he didn't know the details, he was aware that Theodore Skyroad had already consented to being examined with magic.

In other words, this was all prearranged.
And the Britannia Empire, seemingly suspecting this, was trying to forcibly prevent it.

"Then allow Marquess Rosen of the Sran Empire to pass. This person cannot go through."

The Britannia Empire knights acted as if they didn't mind letting Marquess Rosen through.
But the Archmage he brought was an exception.

"Hmph, treating guests this way. Is the Britannia Empire not ashamed of such interference? This isn't even Minst Academy's doing."

Archmage Tobias clicked his tongue at the situation.
Though they had expected obstruction, seeing the Britannia Empire's outrageous behavior with his own eyes made him unable to help but click his tongue.
This was interference beyond reason, and seeing it only strengthened his conviction.

"We are merely following orders."

The Britannia Empire knights had received orders from the Emperor to prevent the Archmage from examining Theodore, and they were simply following those orders.
Looking closely, one could see various magic formations drawn on their armor—enchantments to provide protection against magic when facing an Archmage.

"They really came prepared."

The Sran Empire's protest fell on deaf ears.
Even if Empress Nermina II of the Sran Empire had visited in person, it wouldn't have made a difference.

Since they couldn't give the knights any justification, Marquess Rosen couldn't bring forces beyond the Archmage. If they had brought stronger forces, the other side would certainly have found fault with it.
And the Britannia Empire had taken advantage of this, openly displaying excessive force.
It was a clear message that they would use power to ignore any protest from the Sran Empire.

"You truly won't step aside?"

To Tobias's question, a Britannia Empire knight replied:

"Turn back."

The answer was firm. That alone was enough of a response.

"Then I have no choice!"

Tobias couldn't turn back either.
Marquess Rosen also drew his sword, though he couldn't guarantee how much help he would be in combat.

"Haaah!"

If Tobias unleashed his full power as an Archmage, he could easily cause explosions that would kill or injure hundreds of people at once.
But that wasn't easy to do now.

"Kuk!"

The thirteen high-ranking mages behind the knights were working together to interfere with his magical energy, preventing him from casting powerful spells.
Additionally, he had to cast quick spells to counter the knights who were attacking with their ki-infused swords.

"Inferno! Fire Cannon!"

Bang! Bang!

"Arghhhh!"

"Uwaaaaah!"

Each of his spells as an Archmage was high-level magic.
Despite wearing magic-resistant armor, knights were falling one after another, unable to withstand his magical power.
However, there were far more knights still standing than those who had fallen to Tobias's magic, and their attacks were continuously wearing down his magical barriers.
The knights, being the Emperor's elite personal guards, were formidable opponents.

"Break!"

"Sword Technique, Cut!"

"Sword Technique, Cut!"

Bang! Bang!

The knights' attacks began hammering more fiercely against the barrier.
Having to constantly reinforce his defensive barrier naturally reduced the number of high-level offensive spells he could cast.

"Damn it."

Magical interference from thirteen high-ranking mages.
Continuous attacks from knights wearing armor inscribed with anti-magic formations.

Even for an Archmage like Tobias, there was no solution in this situation.

"How appalling that such atrocities are happening at an academy, a place of learning."

Just then, a young man's voice was heard.
Those who briefly turned toward the voice saw a blond male student wearing the uniform provided by Minst Academy.

"Theodore Skyroad!"

"Why is that guy here?"

The knights looked bewildered.
For those who were trying to prevent the Sran Empire's Archmage from examining him, his appearance alone was alarming.

"It seems someone wants to verify something about me. Why don't you step aside?"

Theodore addressed the Britannia Empire knights.

"That's impossible."

One of the Britannia Empire knights firmly stated.

"Besides, you should be waiting inside Minst Academy's main building as the Headmaster ordered! Why are you here?"

"Why should I follow such orders? There's no reason for me to obey such unreasonable demands. I am from House Skyroad, which walks the path of the sky to protect the Arkan Empire! Bearing that name and shining more brilliantly than anyone, I have no reason to listen to the orders of those who engage in such despicable acts to hide their crawling ugliness."

"What?"

"What did you just say?!"

Some of the more hot-tempered knights grew agitated.
They were angered by Theodore's direct accusation that they were engaging in despicable acts to hide their crawling ugliness.

"So I'll say just one thing. All of you, stop interfering and just go to sleep."

That was the end of his statement.
Tobias couldn't understand what had happened.

He could tell Theodore had used magical power.
But everything happened so quickly that his eyes couldn't follow.

With a thud! All the Britannia Empire knights and the thirteen high-ranking mages lost consciousness and collapsed. Marquess Rosen and Tobias, who had been subdued in a corner, stared at Theodore with dumbfounded expressions.

It was an unbelievable sight for something done by a young man of only 21 years.

"Was he truly... The Chosen One?"

"That's something you can verify now."

Theodore approached Marquess Rosen and used healing magic to treat his wounds.

"The stage is set. You just need to follow your empress's orders."

"...Indeed. Thank you for your help."

Marquess Rosen expressed his gratitude in a slightly stiff tone, acknowledging the difference in positions between the Sran Empire and the Arkan Empire.

"Just follow me."

Theodore took the lead, and Marquess Rosen and Tobias hurriedly followed behind him.
And at the place they left behind, the unconscious Britannia Empire knights and mages lay, showing only slight movements as they groaned.

* * *

"Hey, it's finally starting!"

"I heard explosion sounds earlier, so there must have been a battle..."

"If His Majesty went this far to prevent it, could it be true?"

Many people had gathered inside Minst Academy's main building.
Rumors had spread widely that an Archmage from the Sran Empire would publicly reveal Theodore Skyroad's past identity today.

This rumor, spread by someone, had piqued the curiosity of the young students.
Everyone at Minst Academy knew about his refusal to participate in the tournament, and the professor's attempts to make him participate had also become widely known.
Naturally, interest in Theodore's identity had grown with each successive incident.
In this situation, with the Sran Empire coming to verify it directly, hardly any student wanted to miss the opportunity to resolve their mounting suspicions.

"Look! It's Theodore Skyroad!"

"Is that person the Archmage from the Sran Empire?"

"They're really going to verify it!"

Theodore Skyroad had indeed appeared with the Sran Empire's Archmage.
What had been speculation was now unfolding right before their eyes.

*Is he really Theodore Artin?*

*Now we'll finally learn the truth!*

The students of Minst Academy waited in tremendous tension to see what the result would be.
And finally, Archmage Tobias approached Theodore and said:

"Then I shall begin."

Tobias could be seen starting to cast a complex spell.
This was the moment when the truth would be revealed in front of numerous students.

The very situation the Emperor of the Britannia Empire had wanted to prevent was now unfolding.

Ch.61 - {Revealed Truth And Confession}
# The Revealed Truth and Confession

Tobias's magic was a special type well-known yet difficult to use, though easy to verify. Its effect wasn't destructive. It simply revealed the true name of a designated target from when they were six years old.

A magic that existed to confirm who someone grew up as in their childhood. And the magic that the Emperor of the Britannia Empire wanted to secretly cast on Theodore Skyroad to monopolize that information. Now it was being cast in front of numerous Minst Academy students.

"Look at that!"

"A name is appearing!"

A name rose into the air. It was the moment when Theodore Skyroad's true identity, which many had been curious about, was revealed.

"Theodore..."

"...Artin."

The name floating in the air precisely revealed Theodore Skyroad's name from when he was six years old.

Theodore Artin.

The eldest son of House Artin who disappeared eleven years ago. And also the person presumed to be the real Chosen One!

"Good heavens."

"It was true!"

"Theodore Skyroad really was Theodore Artin!"

The name floating in the air clearly revealed Theodore Artin's name, and because it was suspended in midair, countless students could see it.

Theodore said nothing at the scene where his identity was publicly revealed. He simply approached Yuria Arsein, took her hand, and left the place.

No one dared block his path. People who had been intimidated by him before now murmured among themselves when they learned his identity, quietly making way for him and watching his reactions carefully.

Even after he disappeared, the murmuring didn't stop. No one was paying attention to Marquess Rosen from the Sran Empire or Archmage Tobias anymore.

"So the rumors that he was Theodore Artin were true."

"I thought so, but..."

"What happens now?"

"Honestly, doesn't Theodore seem more like the Chosen One than William?"

"Right. Was there ever anyone who truly believed William would save the world?"

After learning that Theodore's true identity was Theodore Artin, the Minst Academy students naturally began comparing him to William Artin. The widespread rumors about Theodore possibly being Theodore Artin had circulated largely because people doubted William was the Chosen One.

"The prophecy only mentioned someone born in House Artin, right?"

"So we never really knew who the true Chosen One was?"

"William uses psychokinesis, but thinking about it now, while that was impressive, it wasn't proof he was the Chosen One, was it?"

When William's psychokinesis was first revealed to the world, people marveled at it as truly the power of the Chosen One. But as time passed, the public's initial excitement about William's psychokinesis had disappeared, replaced by cold scrutiny.

"Psychokinesis is impressive, but is it powerful enough to symbolize the Chosen One?"

"Isn't it rather ordinary?"

"Right. William Artin isn't even that strong, is he?"

If William had put in effort, things might have been different. His talent was genuine, and had he worked hard, even if not as much as Theodore, most students would have felt that even if he wasn't the Chosen One, he would still have been a formidable person they couldn't dare to look at directly. And they wouldn't have doubted him not being the Chosen One, so Theodore's existence wouldn't have stood out so much.

The current expectations for Theodore Artin arose because of William Artin's disappointing behavior as a good-for-nothing.

"Y-you!"

William Artin, who arrived at the scene belatedly, glared with murderous eyes, grinding his teeth.

*That bastard! He finally revealed himself indirectly!*

William couldn't contain the anxiety rising within him. Everyone now knew that he was Theodore Artin. What could he do in this situation?

"I just heard there was a fake Theodore Artin here. Where is he?"

William asked a nearby student in a threatening tone.

"I-I don't know. And what do you mean, fake?"

"What? I'm asking because I don't know! Theodore Artin is dead! House Artin officially announced his death! Are you daring to question that? Damn it!"

While most students avoided William's gaze as he exuded an aura like he might kill someone, a few students taunted him.

"Well, well! What now? The real Chosen One has appeared, so you, the fake, are finished, aren't you?"

"Did it feel good pretending to be the Chosen One after stealing your brother's position, you fake?"

"Look at him throwing a tantrum now that he's been exposed as a fake. Tsk, tsk."

They probably felt safe in front of so many gathered students.

"What did you say?"

But William was the worst of the worst, not caring about others' opinions at all. He had already attempted to assassinate his own brother and tried to kidnap and rape his brother's fiancée. He wouldn't care about what others thought.

"Wh-what?"

Psychokinesis seized the bodies of three students. As they panicked, restrained by an invisible force, William's fists began to beat them mercilessly.

"Damn it! You! Worthless bastards! How dare you disrespect me! I'm the Chosen One! I'm the real one! I'm the real one!!"

William's merciless violence, filled with madness, continued until professors, who had been confused by Theodore's identity revelation, intervened out of fear that William might kill other students.

And this news spread to House Artin, beyond Minst Academy, and throughout the entire Britannia Empire.

* * *

Theodore walked silently, holding Yuria's hand. Yuria also followed him quietly, holding his hand without saying anything.

When they arrived at his quarters, Theodore stopped in front of the door instead of entering, and Yuria spoke to him for the first time.

"Duke's Son Theodore? Aren't you going in?"

"Sorry, Young Lady Yuria. I'm just thinking for a moment."

Looking at Theodore's profile, Yuria thought he seemed to be in a complicated mood.

"I should tell you directly. You already saw it, and you probably knew before, but my name before entering House Skyroad was Theodore Artin. I was the eldest son of House Artin in the Britannia Empire."

"Yes, I suspected as much. I was wondering when you'd tell me, and now you have."

"Haha, that's right. I ended up telling you later than I thought."

As Theodore acknowledged this, Yuria felt it was time to act on the decision she had been contemplating.

"Duke's Son Theodore, I have something to say."

"What is it?"

Theodore looked somewhat drained. Yuria knew the real reason why he had revealed his identity earlier than planned.

*It must be because of Rayna.*

Rayna Artin. Because of her presence—unhappy and even miserable in House Artin—Theodore had been forced to reveal his identity earlier than intended.

"I've been meaning to say this for a while, but I kept putting it off."

She had contemplated a lot. She had been wondering how she truly felt about Theodore Skyroad. But she had already reached her conclusion even before today.

"Whether Duke's Son Theodore was once Theodore Artin or not, Theodore Skyroad remains, as I've always thought, an annoyingly excellent person."

"Is that so?"

"Yes. I can't imagine you being anything other than arrogant and confident."

As Yuria continued speaking, her breathing gradually quickened. Whether from nervousness or something else, her face flushed red as her small, pretty lips moved slightly.

"I... now think I'm fortunate to have you as my fiancé."

"Why is that?"

"Coming here, with your kind attentiveness and help with my training, I felt my feelings change. But thinking about it, even when I seemed to dislike you, I never truly hated you."

Yuria smiled slightly.

"Even then, I think I admired you. And I believe our relationship won't change now."

"You might regret it. Being the fiancée of the Chosen One might seem good at first, but later it could become so dangerous and difficult that you'll want to avoid it."

"Do you think I would do that?"

"Most women would find it difficult... but with you, it's hard to answer. My predictions about you have been wrong since you arrived at this academy, so I can't trust my judgment."

"Then let me show you the answer directly."

Yuria's hands cupped Theodore's cheeks. Then, in that position, she pressed her lips against his in a kiss. It was their first kiss.
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*Ah.*

Even though she had initiated the kiss, Yuria felt momentarily overwhelmed as Theodore responded more passionately than she had expected.
It was probably due to the mixture of inexperience and anxiety that came with a first kiss.
But those thoughts were quickly pushed aside.

How could she describe this kiss?
When she briefly opened her eyes, Theodore's face was closer than it had ever been before.
Their lips were pressed together as if they might never separate, and though their tongues had only moved slightly, it was a stimulation Yuria had never imagined.

Unlike her flustered state, Theodore seemed to have regained his composure after his initial surprise, which made her feel slightly disadvantaged.
But feeling his arms wrap around her, Yuria could be certain of one thing:

Her feelings weren't one-sided!
Theodore Skyroad harbored the same emotions toward her.
That realization sent waves of joy through her heart.

Eventually, the couple separated their lips that had seemed as though they would remain together forever.
Their embracing bodies also moved apart.

"Haah..."

Yuria exhaled, her breath slightly ragged.

"...This is my answer to you."

Despite her flushed face and embarrassment, Yuria spoke with confidence.

"......"

She watched as Theodore silently touched his lips with his index finger.

"You got me again."

Then he smiled and said:

"But I clearly felt your determination. And I also felt how happy that made me."

In response to Theodore's words, Yuria grumbled slightly:

"You know, it took a lot of courage for me to do that! I'm feeling embarrassed, but you don't seem embarrassed at all. It's kind of annoying, you know?"

"Haha, I apologize for that. Then..."

"Mmph!"

This time, Theodore pulled her close and pressed his lips against hers.
As he kissed her, Yuria closed her eyes and slowly moved her lips and tongue.
Their tongues intertwined in a deep kiss.

But their kiss didn't last long. Theodore pulled away.
And Yuria immediately understood why.

"Someone's coming."

"Yes. Now that my past has been revealed on such a large scale, the news must have reached all the noble houses."

And the news of failure must have also reached the Britannia Empire's imperial family.

"I'd like to hear your answer directly before we're interrupted."

Having kissed twice, Yuria wanted to hear Theodore's direct response.
And he surely understood what answer she was hoping for.

"Young Lord Theodore, please tell me your honest feelings."

"If you want my honest feelings, I'll give them to you. My sincere desire is for us to be more than just engaged—I want us to be genuine lovers. If you need a more detailed explanation, I'm happy to provide it."

Though his lack of embarrassment was slightly annoying, Yuria smiled with joy at his words.

"No, that's enough."

It was a strange feeling.
She could hardly believe that someone she had once disliked so much could appear so different now.

If her past self, before coming to Minst Academy, could see her current feelings for Theodore, she wouldn't have believed it possible.

Yuria decided their conversation should end there.
The first visitor was close enough that she could hear sounds from outside.

"Ahem!"

An elderly man's throat-clearing came from outside.
It was Headmaster Albert, the headmaster of Minst Academy.

* * *

When Yuria's lips touched his, Theodore was genuinely surprised.
Her hands, both soft and rough, held his cheeks as she pressed her lips against his—the sensation was so powerful he couldn't find words to describe it.

But it wasn't unpleasant; rather, it felt good.
Theodore began to respond to her kiss, feeling something boiling up intensely in his chest.

It was probably his feelings for Yuria Arsein exploding.

There was no longer any barrier to hold back his emotions for her.
He had thought he'd built a sturdy barricade.
Locked it tight and fortified his defenses.

But why?

The barricades he had erected to keep her out had not only been breached—they had completely vanished from his inner self.

He had begun to care for her as she precisely targeted and exploited the weak points in his heart, and now his feelings for her had intensified to this extent.
While trying to maintain his composure and observe himself calmly, Theodore attempted to respond to the kiss with feigned coolness.

*This feels awkward.*

Both Yuria's kiss and his own had their awkward aspects.
But the inexperience and anxiety of a first kiss couldn't diminish the passion between them.

Theodore made his next move, driven by her sweet scent that tickled his nose and her beautiful face visible whenever he opened his eyes.
He wrapped his arms around her.

As always, embracing Yuria felt wonderful.
Her fantastically balanced figure, as if God had packed all possible beauty into one form, felt incredibly stimulating in this moment.
Her ample bosom pressed against him as they embraced, her tempting hips that he wanted to place his hands on, along with her slender limbs and the fantastic curves of her exposed skin.

As they kissed while embracing, Theodore tried to maintain his focus despite the growing desires within him.
These desires, more intense than ever, threatened to shatter his composure and make him lose his rationality.

After what seemed like an eternal kiss, they finally stopped.
He could have continued, but he worried Yuria might have trouble breathing.
He released her from his embrace, though he felt a lingering regret.

"Haah..."

Yuria exhaled, her breath ragged from the kiss.

"...This is my answer to you."

Though her face was flushed with embarrassment, she boldly conveyed her feelings even in this situation.

"......"

Theodore silently touched his lips with his index finger.
It felt like a distant dream that her lips had touched his.
Was this what people called an ethereal feeling?

*This is maddening.*

At this moment, Yuria Arsein had no idea how intensely she was stimulating him.
All kinds of thoughts were boiling inside him, from primal, beast-like desires to possess every part of her.

*I can never let her go now.*

One thing was certain—he could never let go of Yuria Arsein now.

"You got me again."

That's why Theodore smiled.

"But I clearly felt your determination. And I also felt how happy that made me."

In response to Theodore's words, Yuria grumbled slightly:

"You know, it took a lot of courage for me to do that! I'm feeling embarrassed, but you don't seem embarrassed at all. It's kind of annoying, you know?"

"Haha, I apologize for that. Then..."

If that's what she wanted, he would give her confirmation.
With that thought, Theodore took the most efficient action, combining his desires with the current situation.

"Mmph!"

He pulled her close again and pressed his lips against hers.
Yuria closed her eyes and slowly moved her lips and tongue.
Theodore thoroughly enjoyed their deep kiss as their tongues intertwined.

All kinds of thoughts flooded his mind—from the primal urge to caress her ample bosom and hips, to the desire to run his fingers through her long, mysterious silver hair like touching a beautiful work of art.

But Theodore had to end the kiss, despite wanting to continue.

"Someone's coming."

People affected by today's events, who now knew about his past, were starting to arrive.
It was quite difficult to suppress his desire to slow down time and spend more time alone with her.
But that wouldn't be appropriate in the current atmosphere.
Everything had its proper order, and now he needed to deal with those who had learned his secret.

"Yes. Now that my past has been revealed on such a large scale, the news must have reached all the noble houses."

The Britannia Empire's imperial family must be in great confusion.
And House Artin must be facing tremendous turmoil as well.

He would have to see the faces of those he despised again.

*Rayna.*

He would also see Rayna for the first time since revealing the truth—the only one from that family he viewed differently.

"I'd like to hear your answer directly before we're interrupted."

Having kissed twice, Yuria demanded a direct answer from Theodore.
He knew what answer she wanted to hear.

"Young Lord Theodore, please tell me your honest feelings."

"If you want my honest feelings, I'll give them to you. My sincere desire is for us to be more than just engaged—I want us to be genuine lovers. If you need a more detailed explanation, I'm happy to provide it."

Theodore spoke confidently without showing any embarrassment.
If he had elaborated further, he would have mentioned all the thoughts she inspired in him.

Did she know?
The reason he wasn't embarrassed was because he had carefully selected only the non-embarrassing parts to share?

*She probably doesn't know that.*

But Theodore couldn't guarantee how long he could contain these desires.
So she would soon find out.

How intense it feels when someone occupies most of your world.

"No, that's enough."

As Yuria smiled with satisfaction, Theodore had to forcibly restrain himself from staring at her lips again.

The first visitor was close enough that they could hear sounds from outside.
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*Could it really be true?*

Headmaster Albert felt cold sweat trickling down his back.
He wasn't particularly interested in the political activities of the Britannia Empire.

As a mage who had risen to become the headmaster of Minst Academy, he had experienced the disaster of the academy's reputation plummeting because of William Artin, but he had still tried to perform his duties as headmaster diligently.

*I should have retired earlier.*

However, Headmaster Albert couldn't shake the regret that he should have retired two years ago.
The strict disciplinary code of Minst Academy had fallen to rock bottom because of William Artin, who used his position as The Chosen One to cause all sorts of trouble.

Now, the revelation that Theodore Skyroad, likely the real Chosen One, was actually Theodore Artin had shocked not only Minst Academy but the entire Britannia Empire.

"Ahem."

Having visited Theodore's quarters, he felt awkward upon realizing from the sounds inside that there were two people—Theodore was with his fiancée, Yuria Arsein, and he was interrupting their private time.

*My goodness, to think I've been reduced to disturbing young people's private moments.*

He lamented how a renowned mage like himself had fallen to such a state.
Clearly, delaying his retirement had led him to become entangled in this situation he would regret for the rest of his life.

"Ahem, may I come in for a moment?"

Headmaster Albert asked from outside the door if he could enter.

"Please come in."

When Theodore gave permission from inside, Headmaster Albert opened the door.
Normally, considering his position as headmaster and his age, Theodore would have opened the door for him, but understanding the current situation, Headmaster Albert opened it himself without complaint.

Inside, he saw Theodore with Yuria standing beside him.
They must have been embracing until just moments ago, as their clothes showed signs of being pressed, and Yuria's face still had a reddish tint, making it easy to guess what they had been doing.
But that wasn't important to Headmaster Albert right now.

"Quite a commotion out there. Heh heh."

Though Headmaster Albert tried to smile as he spoke, he was burning up inside.

"Is there something you wanted to say?"

Theodore appeared completely composed.
Despite his past identity being revealed, he showed no signs of being flustered.
He seemed to act as if everything was going according to his plan.

*Could it be that all of this was this fellow's intention?*

The sudden visit from the Sran Empire was likely orchestrated by Theodore Skyroad—no, by the Arkan Empire behind him.
It was lamentable that Minst Academy, a place of learning, had suddenly become a political battleground.

"To be honest, I don't know what to say to you. But because of my position as headmaster, I've come here even though I don't know what to do."

Honestly, Headmaster Albert just wanted to submit his resignation and retire to somewhere with good air.
He wanted to forget about worldly affairs and spend his remaining years breathing fresh air and living leisurely.

But that wouldn't be allowed, and ultimately, because of his position as headmaster, he had to swallow his tears and throw himself into this chaotic mess with no visible solution.

"I see."

Theodore didn't reveal any emotion.
Yuria, standing beside him, simply observed Theodore quietly without showing any particular emotion.
Her attitude suggested that she believed Theodore would handle everything well, so she didn't need to worry.

While it might seem indifferent to some, Headmaster Albert recognized it as deep trust through his experienced eyes.

"Then Headmaster Albert's role is already determined."

Theodore spoke as if looking at something far away.
He seemed to be seeing not the Headmaster Albert before him, but the result of the grand picture he was painting.

"The stage isn't set yet. Until all the actors stand on stage, you have nothing to do. So wait here until all the actors gather on stage. And watch."

It was easy to guess who would be the important audience for Theodore's stage.

"I understand."

Headmaster Albert quietly waited, and the people who would become the actors on Theodore's stage began to gather.

* * *

*I can't believe it was true!*

*We must hurry!*

Not only the professors in the Britannia Empire but also Princess Louise, who had received full authority from the Emperor of the Britannia Empire, moved quickly.

*So he was Theodore Artin after all!*

Originally, they should have secured this information exclusively, but due to the aggressive intrusion of the Sran Empire and Theodore's interference, his identity had been widely revealed.

To resolve this urgent situation, they needed to quickly bring Theodore Skyroad—no, Theodore Artin—back to the Britannia Empire.

*The person most likely to be The Chosen One. We cannot lose him!*

That's why Princess Louise hurriedly contacted House Artin.
They might be useless cards, but they were the best cards to check Theodore Artin's reaction.

The issue with House Artin would be decided later.

* * *

Many people were gathering in front of Theodore's quarters.
Professors from the Britannia Empire.
Envoys from the Imperial Palace.
Princess Louise.
Various students from Minst Academy.

And...

"Theo!"
"Theo!"
"Brother!"

The people from House Skyroad arrived first.

"Father, Mother, and Judy."

Theodore greeted his family's visit with a sincere smile.

Duchess Skyroad rushed to embrace Theodore first, and Theodore returned the embrace with a smile.
Next, Judith hugged Theodore with a happy face, and then Theodore briefly embraced Duke Skyroad before speaking to all three.

"Father, Mother, and Judy, I'm sorry for causing you worry."

"No. We anticipated something like this would happen."

"Someone as exceptional as you is bound to be discovered no matter how much they try to hide. It just happened a bit earlier than expected."

"Sigh, that's true."

Duke Skyroad nodded with a sigh at Theodore's words.
Because of this incident, he had been preparing in advance and came straight to Minst Academy today as soon as he received the message.
As a representative of the Emperor of the Arkan Empire, and with Theodore's identity already widely known due to Archmage Tobias of the Sran Empire causing confusion, the Britannia Empire lacked the strength to block their visit.

* * *

"Ugh."

While Theodore was enjoying the joy of reunion with his family, Yuria felt tense as the moment to face her own family approached.

"Yuriaaaaaa!!!"

A stunningly beautiful woman called Yuria's name as she ran toward her.
The hem of her dress was getting dirty with dust, but she ran with such momentum that people worried she might fall, drawing the attention of many.

"M-Mother."

Yuria called her in a small voice and froze, and soon Duchess Arsein embraced her tightly.

"Oh, my daughter! How much you must have suffered! *sob*!"

"I-I was fine."

While comforting her mother in her embrace, she sent a pleading look to her father, Duke Arsein, who was following behind.

*Dad, please help me.*

She understood her mother's feelings, but there were many people watching.
While some might view this scene warmly, most people were captivated by the beauty of Yuria, known as The Most Beautiful Woman In The Arkan Empire, and her mother, Duchess Arsein, who possessed a seductive beauty befitting Yuria's mother.

Especially the students of Minst Academy in their prime seemed to have difficulty coming to their senses at the sight of the mother and daughter.

"Wow."

"I wondered where that beauty came from, and it was from her mother."

As people murmured, Duke Arsein, who had arrived late with Lilia, hurriedly approached his wife.

"Now, now, calm down. Dear, Yuria is fine, isn't she?"

"How can you say that! When I think about how much our daughter must have suffered..."

"I didn't suffer at all. I was actually treated very well thanks to Duke's Son Theodore!"

Yuria quickly mentioned Theodore's name to comfort Duchess Arsein, emphasizing that she had been well. At the same time, her gaze turned to the side at the sound of a voice.

"It's been a while, Brother Theodore."

"Yes, it has been a while. Lilia."

Her younger sister, Lilia, was smiling at Theodore, sending him a warm and passionate gaze along with a joyful smile.

*Ah.*

Seeing that scene, Yuria felt uneasy.
She felt apprehensive about her younger sister not greeting her first, the fact that her sister had feelings for Theodore, and the fear of how much her sister might resent her.

*But I won't give up.*

Despite this, she would never give up her current feelings, and she feared the inevitable conflict with her sister.

"Theodore!"

At that moment, a voice that captured the attention of everyone present, not just Yuria, was heard.
However, unlike the others, Yuria turned her gaze to Theodore rather than to the source of the voice.
She was concerned about his state.

*Ah.*

Theodore's expression was incredibly cold and frigid.
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"Theodore...!"

Despite rushing over in haste, the beautiful woman with long, blue-tinged blonde hair suddenly stopped as if her feet were glued to the ground, staring at Theodore.

Duchess Ceres of Artin.
Her blank stare at Theodore seemed to contain a mixture of complex emotions, as if she were wondering whether she was seeing a mirage.

First would be the joy of confirming her intuition that Theodore Skyroad was indeed Theodore Artin.
Second would be the joy of finally finding the son she had been searching for so desperately.

"Theodore... Theodore!"

She began walking slowly toward Theodore, soon moving as if to embrace him.
While Theodore had accepted embraces from the Duchess Skyroad, Judith, and even Duke Skyroad, his cold, chilling gaze now clearly displayed disgust.

This meant that since his identity as Theodore Artin had been exposed, he no longer needed to wear the mask that concealed his true feelings.

'She doesn't seem to notice.'

However, the fact that she was finally facing the son she had longed for after eleven years, and unlike before, she was absolutely certain the young man before her was her son—this blurred her vision.
Yuria could already guess what was about to happen to her.

THUD!

And indeed, it happened as expected.
An invisible wall blocked Ceres's path, and her face collided directly with it.
Though her beautiful face swelled from the impact, she seemed more shocked by the fact that she couldn't reach Theodore than by the pain.

"Th-Theodore?"

She asked if perhaps he had created this invisible barrier, but Theodore replied in a cold tone.

"Duchess Artin. This is inappropriate."

Ceres looked shocked that Theodore addressed her as Duchess Artin rather than mother.

"Th-Theodore. I-I'm your mother! Why are you acting like this? I'm your mother!"

Ceres called out to Theodore with a tearful face. The sorrowful appearance of the beautiful woman would have seemed pitiful to many.
But Yuria, knowing the whole truth, felt revulsion rather than pity at her appearance.
If she felt this way, how must Theodore himself feel?

"My mother is right here."

The Duchess Skyroad was seen approaching Theodore with a slight smile, embracing him from the side.

"Ah, my son has grown so big that it's hard to hold him comfortably now. Theo, do you remember falling asleep in your mother's arms?"

"Well, I do remember. Mother's embrace was always warm."

Watching the mother and son smiling at each other, Ceres wore an expression as if her heart had sunk.
It was clear that this scene was even more shocking to her than Theodore's rejection.

"My lady!"

And belatedly, Duke Artin, Elliot, appeared.
It was obvious why he was late—beside him stood Reina with a troubled expression.

'Reina.'

The expression of the only person from the Artin family whom Yuria felt sorry for seemed to reflect complex emotions.
Indeed, from her perspective, all of this must have felt complicated.

Although it wasn't the right time to step forward and speak to her directly, Yuria was determined that her attitude toward Reina would not change.
When their eyes met, Yuria smiled as gently as possible to convey her feelings.

'Thank. You.'

And Reina, seeming to understand, silently moved her lips to express gratitude and gave a slight smile in return.

"Theodore..."

Elliot, who quickly supported the staggering Ceres, met Theodore's gaze.

"How strange? Wasn't Theodore Artin officially declared dead?"

Elliot momentarily seemed at a loss for words.
But soon he spoke glumly.

"I'm sorry about that. But, but it couldn't be helped. William..."

"So it was because William Artin wanted it that way."

Theodore interrupted the Duke of Artin mid-sentence.
The Duke of Artin appeared momentarily flustered, and Yuria sensed that he was searching for some excuse.

"Theo, I don't see why you need to talk with these people."

Duke Skyroad said, placing his hand on Theodore's shoulder.

"Duke Skyroad...!"

Elliot glared at Duke Skyroad.

"It was you! It was you! You're the one who strangely enticed Theodore...! GAAACK!"

Elliot, who had been pointing accusingly at Duke Skyroad, collapsed in pain clutching his abdomen.

"No matter if you're a duke of another country, I won't forgive anyone who speaks carelessly to my father."

Theodore spoke in a threatening tone, like a predator growling.
Even as the heir to the Skyroad family, acting this way toward a foreign duke could cause problems, but no one present could raise that issue.
After all, he was the most likely candidate to be the Chosen One.

"Th-Theodore! I-I am your father! That man is not your father!"

When Elliot pleaded, Ceres joined in from beside him.

"Theodore! I'm your mother! *sob* I'm your real mother! Please come to your senses!"

Yuria could see Reina standing behind the couple, shaking her head with a horrified expression.
And she noticed Reina slightly biting her lip, as if making some decision.

But before she could take action, Theodore's words struck the couple first.

"How strange? I have no memory of seeing your faces or conversing with you since I was two years old. Rather, I only remember suffering from hunger day after day."

Yuria saw that even the usually bright and innocent Judith, as well as her own sister Lilia, were looking at the Artin couple with disgust.
Not just them, but her own parents, the Duke and Duchess of Arsein, and Theodore's parents, the Duke and Duchess of Skyroad, were all looking at the couple with expressions mixing contempt, disgust, and anger.

'Ah.'

Yuria realized her hands were clenched into fists.
She felt that she was the one most angered by what Theodore had endured.

"I wasn't given food, so I had to fill my stomach with leftovers from the kitchen, or cook raw ingredients myself. And I vividly remember not receiving clothes from you, having to pick up and wear what William had discarded. Yet you never once came looking for me. I remember watching from afar as you always kept William by your side, busy favoring him."

At Theodore's words, Elliot and Ceres seemed unable to speak, as if suffocating.
Ceres even collapsed to the ground, but the couple appeared distressed by Theodore's words.

"Even when I left the house, you showed no sign of trying to find me. After leaving, I had some rough experiences. I remember being beaten on the streets, and not wanting to just take it passively, I even killed some thugs who were swinging knives at me."

Some people gasped in surprise at this.

"That's when I came to understand my power. And I realized. The real Chosen One wasn't William, but me."

Theodore lightly raised his hand.
Then an astonishing phenomenon occurred.

Space began to twist and contort, wobbling in a zigzag pattern.

"Wh-what is this?"

"G-good heavens?"

"Sp-space is being distorted?!"

And Theodore, who had caused this phenomenon, calmly said:

"From the beginning, the power of the Chosen One who would save the world should have been at least this much. Not mere telekinesis."

At Theodore's words, Elliot glanced at him nervously and said:

"Still... I am your father! The blood flowing in your veins... cannot be changed."

"You don't even know what I've looked like since I was two years old. And even now, you're not truly sorry to me."

At these words from Theodore, Elliot and Ceres vehemently denied it.

"That's not true!"

"N-no, it's not!"

After this denial, Elliot spoke as if wronged:

"I have always sincerely regretted what I did to my son Theodore! Blinded by the glory of thinking William was the Chosen One... I did terrible things, but now I know my mistake."

"Dad, please stop."

Reina grabbed Elliot's arm to restrain him.

"R-Reina?"

To the surprised Elliot, Reina said:

"Dad, you couldn't even properly stop William when he was abusing me. No, you didn't even try to stop him actively. You essentially condoned it while being wary of William. Isn't that right?"

"Wh-what are you saying, Reina?"

Reina gave a bitter smile toward the trembling Elliot.
Yuria worried that the still-young girl might be shouldering too great a burden, but Reina seemed to have already made up her mind.

"Reina."

Unlike his tone toward the Artin couple, Theodore called her name softly.
Sensing how Theodore felt about her just from his voice, Reina gave him a slight smile.

"Brother Theodore. I'll talk with my father for a moment. Please excuse me briefly."

Reina addressed him as Theodore, not Theodore Artin.
This meant she would treat him as Theodore Skyroad, not Theodore Artin.
In other words, she was showing respect for who Theodore was now.

"Alright, I understand."

Theodore also spoke kindly to Reina. And Judith's eyes were strangely bright as she looked at her.
She seemed to have taken an immediate liking to Reina.
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"Rayna, what are you trying to say? Your brother is right there..."

Eliot pointed at Theodore in confusion when Rayna suddenly said she wanted to talk with him. However, Rayna put her finger to her lips and made a shushing sound to stop Eliot from speaking.

"Father. You and Mother don't deserve to call Theodore brother by the name Sirius."

From the start, Rayna's cold words pierced their hearts.

"Wh-what are you saying?"

"R-Rayna? Why would you say such a thing!"

The Artin couple was clearly shocked, having never imagined hearing such words from their youngest daughter. Rayna continued speaking to her flustered parents.

"Neither Father nor Mother truly feels sorry toward Theodore brother."

"Rayna! That's too harsh!"

Eliot raised his voice.
But Rayna spoke with unwavering eyes.

"If you were truly sorry to Theodore brother, you would have apologized to me first."

"What... do you mean by that?"

When Ceres asked, stumbling over her words, Rayna's expression turned bitter.
People around them murmured at the expression on the face of a girl who was barely fourteen—an expression that seemed beyond her years.

"When William brother was violent toward me, I ran away from home in terror. But Father and Mother never even said they were sorry for failing to protect me."

At Rayna's words, Eliot and Ceres froze.
They became so rigid it looked as if someone had cast a paralysis spell on them. Rayna continued speaking to the immobilized couple.

"Even if Theodore brother were to come to House Artin, Father and Mother wouldn't properly stop William brother's atrocities. You'd just take the attitude of bystanders, telling us to handle it ourselves."

"N-no, that's not..."

Eliot tried to deny it hastily, but his voice had grown small.
He clearly felt the truth of her words himself.

"Besides, Father, you officially declared Theodore brother dead, just as William brother wanted. You officially accepted and treated Theodore brother as if he were dead."

Rayna's words stabbed Eliot like a dagger again. Ceres, who hadn't been involved in that decision, spoke as if denying her own wrongdoing.

"N-no. I, I never agreed to such... such a thing. I always missed Theodore. Rayna, you know that, don't you?"

Even to Yuria, there was a clear difference in how Eliot and Ceres had reacted when they saw Theodore.
Unlike Eliot, who had been uncertain, Ceres had immediately called him Theodore.
But in the end, she too had been a bystander who failed to properly protect Rayna when she was threatened and terrified by William.

"As Theodore brother said, Father and Mother aren't sorry to him. You just want to erase your own mistakes."

As Rayna spoke, Yuria noticed Theodore nodding slightly, confirming that Rayna was saying exactly what he wanted to say.

"Rayna is right. Duke Artin, Duchess Artin."

Theodore supported Rayna's words.
He had clearly stepped in out of concern that the Artin couple might yell at Rayna if left unchecked.

"You're only looking for Theodore Artin because you want to erase your own blemishes."

"N-no. Theodore! It's not true! Believe your mother! Please, believe me!"

"My mother is the Duchess Skyroad standing here. Please stop pretending to be my mother. After all, you didn't even know Theodore Artin after he was 2 years old, until he ran away at age 10 eleven years ago—you don't even know when he ran away, do you?"

Theodore's words clearly struck Ceres in her most vulnerable spot.
Eleven years ago, when Theodore was still Theodore Artin, he had chosen to run away because he couldn't bear it anymore.
But they didn't even know exactly when he had run away.

"You began searching in August. Do you know when Theodore Artin ran away?"

"Th-that..."

Ceres stammered.

"Was it... around July?"

To her question about whether he ran away in July since they started searching in August, Theodore answered:

"It was April 17th. You started searching on August 20th, so it was more than four months later."

This meant they hadn't even realized Theodore Artin had disappeared for over four months.
They only found out because the kitchen staff thought it strange that food wasn't disappearing and raised questions.
Some servants were fired over it, but Theodore didn't seem to care about that part.

*That was too much.*

Yuria knew these facts, as anyone could easily discover them with minimal research.
And Yuria felt genuine anger and contempt toward Ceres, who didn't even roughly know when her son had disappeared.

"I was a child who never existed to begin with. So please, stop pretending someone else's son is your own."

At Theodore's declaration, Duke Skyroad patted his shoulder and said:

"Well said, Theo."

"Yes, Father. I'm sorry you had to hear such absurd insults."

Duke Skyroad shook his head at Theodore's apology.

"Not at all. You stood up for me when your father was insulted, didn't you? How could I mind hearing a few insults when my son is caught up in this?"

Theodore smiled slightly at those words.

* * *

It was disgusting.
Revolting.
Nauseating.

When Ceres rushed toward him claiming she would embrace him, Theodore truly wanted to cut off her legs.
But suppressing that impulse, he simply created an invisible wall to block her approach.

"Th-Theodore. I-I'm your mother! Why are you acting like this? I'm your mother!"

It was abominable.

How dare she call herself his mother to his face?

She was a woman who didn't even know his face after he turned 2 years old.
And he had only one mother in this world.

"My mother is this person here."

At those words, his mother, the Duchess Skyroad, smiled and embraced him from the side.
It was the same comforting feeling he'd known since he was a wounded young cub.

"Ah, my son has grown so big that it's hard to hold you comfortably now. Theo, do you remember when you used to fall asleep in my arms?"

"Well, I do remember. Mother's embrace was always warm."

To be honest, most of his memories were of being forced to sleep in her arms when he wanted to sleep alone.
But even those times were fond memories now.
Seeing his smile, Ceres's face turned pale, but that was none of his concern.

"My lady!"

Eliot, that man, finally appeared on the scene.
Now all the main actors were on stage.

*Rayna.*

But the sight of Rayna standing beside Eliot gave him an unsettled feeling.
Rayna also wore a complicated expression, clearly experiencing mixed emotions.

He saw Yuria and Rayna make eye contact and share a smile.

"Theodore..."

His contemplation of Rayna was broken by the sound of his old name being called by someone even more revolting than Ceres.

"How strange? Didn't you officially announce that Theodore Artin was dead?"

Eliot's speechless expression was both laughable and contemptible.

"I'm sorry about that. But, but it couldn't be helped. William..."

"So you did it because William Artin wanted it."

Theodore cut off his words.
As expected, he immediately made excuses when confronted.

*They were never truly sorry to me in the first place.*

It was truly pathetic to see them still thinking of excuses.
Theodore knew well why they had ignored Theodore Artin.

"Theo, I don't know if you really need to talk with these people."

Duke Skyroad placed his hand on Theodore's shoulder.
As a father, he clearly disliked seeing his son conversing with those who had inflicted such deep wounds on him.

"Duke Skyroad...!"

Eliot glared at Duke Skyroad with hostility.

"It was you! It was you! You're the one who strangely enticed Theodore! This is all your doing...! Gaaack!"

Theodore struck Eliot's abdomen with concentrated qi.
He couldn't forgive such rude words directed at his father.

"No matter if you're a duke from another country, I won't forgive anyone who speaks carelessly to my father."

After that, Eliot and Ceres began pleading that they were his real parents.
He told them what Theodore had experienced and showed some of the power of the Chosen One.

"Still... I am your father! The blood flowing in your veins... cannot be changed."

Now he was trying to invoke blood ties.
And then they started apologizing for their wrongdoings.

"Father, please stop."

Rayna grabbed Eliot's arm to restrain him, and Theodore felt a slight ache in his heart.

*Rayna.*

He watched as Rayna made a bitter expression and directed her sincere thoughts toward her parents.
But Theodore could also sense her determination.

"Rayna."

He called her name in a gentle tone.
He wanted to let her know that he harbored no ill feelings toward her, and that the promise he made to her remained unchanged.

*I'm glad Judy likes her too.*

Theodore was relieved to feel Judith's gaze on Rayna.
She was looking at Rayna as if she wanted her to become her sister soon, and Theodore thought they would quickly become close if Rayna opened her heart.

"Father. You and Mother don't deserve to call Theodore brother by the name Theodore."

"Neither Father nor Mother truly feels sorry toward Theodore brother."

"If you were truly sorry to Theodore brother, you would have apologized to me first."

Everyone held their breath as they watched Rayna coldly pour out truths to her parents.
Judith's eyes showed admiration, while the Duke and Duchess Skyroad's expressions showed anger and sadness that the Artin couple had driven such a young girl to say such things.

"As Theodore brother said, Father and Mother aren't sorry to him. You just want to erase your own mistakes."

When Rayna's words reached this point, and Eliot looked like he might shout at her, Theodore hurried to intervene.
If left alone, Rayna might suffer another wound from the Artin couple's actions.
He wanted to reduce her pain as much as possible.

"Rayna is right. Duke Artin, Duchess Artin."

After redirecting their attention from Rayna to himself, he revealed the truth they wanted to hide.

"You're only looking for Theodore Artin because you want to erase your own blemishes."

"N-no. Theodore! It's not true! Believe your mother! Please, believe me!"

"My mother is the Duchess Skyroad standing here. Please stop pretending to be my mother. After all, you didn't even know Theodore Artin after he was 2 years old, until he ran away at age 10 eleven years ago—you don't even know when he ran away, do you?"

Theodore was certain that Ceres wouldn't know the date of his escape.
When he ran away, he had wondered:

*Will they really not notice if I disappear?*

With that thought, he had stayed near House Artin for a few days.
But surprisingly, there was no search.

That fact confirmed to Theodore Artin at that time that he was essentially a non-entity in House Artin.

"You began searching in August. Do you know when Theodore Artin ran away?"

"Th-that..."

Ceres stammered.

"Was it... around July?"

Sure enough, she didn't even know when he had run away.

"It was April 17th. You started searching on August 20th, so it was more than four months later."

At Theodore's words, Ceres was momentarily speechless.
Even she must have thought the four-month difference was too much.
He had heard that many people working at House Artin were fired in the aftermath, but that wasn't important.

"I was a child who never existed to begin with. So please, stop pretending someone else's son is your own."

At Theodore's declaration, Duke Skyroad smiled contentedly and patted his shoulder.

"Well said, Theo."

Duke Skyroad's words reminded Theodore of the insults Eliot had just directed at him.

"Yes, Father. I'm sorry you had to hear such absurd insults."

Duke Skyroad shook his head at Theodore's sincere apology.

"Not at all. You stood up for me when your father was insulted, didn't you? How could I mind hearing a few insults when my son is caught up in this?"
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Theodore smiled slightly at those words.

"Still, as a son, I cannot tolerate my father being subjected to such verbal abuse."

Theodore Skyrod was the heir to the Skyrod Duchy.
And Theodore Skyrod was the son of the Duke and Duchess of Skyrod.

"T-Theodore..."

Ceres, understanding his meaning, called out to him again with a desperate look, but Theodore glared at her coldly.
He also glared at Elliott standing beside her.

"Let me make this absolutely clear, Duke Artin, Duchess Artin. Your apologies are complete lies, and even if there were some sincerity mixed in, they're nothing but garbage I don't want to hear."

"H-how can you speak like that..."

Elliott was looking at Theodore with a shocked expression.
He seemed not to have expected such a complete rejection.
Did he think that because he was the biological father, he would be forgiven despite some resentment?

If that's what he thought, it only showed how comfortably self-centered he was.
Especially for someone who had no power to influence the world.

"The decisive reason you considered William the chosen one, focused only on him, and neglected Theodore Artin was, as you yourselves admitted, because you were blinded by glory."

"Y-yes, I admit that. But..."

Theodore forcibly silenced Elliott with his magical power before he could make more excuses.
If he had let him continue speaking, the conversation would have dragged on with useless excuses and might have gone in a strange direction.
After silencing him, Theodore continued.

"And now you want Theodore Artin to return for two reasons. First, because you don't want to look bad to others."

Theodore had already concluded why they were belatedly searching for Theodore Artin.
They weren't looking for him because they were genuinely sorry or wanted to atone.

"It's become widely known that you not only discriminated against your child but didn't even treat him as a human being. Now that you're being criticized for it, you're embarrassed that your flaws have been exposed to the world, and you're trying to find him to erase that."

Their main purpose was to cover up their wrongdoings because they were ashamed of them being widely known.

"T-that's not true..."

Ceres, whose mouth hadn't been sealed, shook her head with a small voice.
However, she couldn't actively refute Theodore's words, clearly indicating she had a guilty conscience.
She probably knew it herself, but had become so immersed in her self-image as a pitiful parent who accepted her mistakes and regretted after her child left, that she had distorted it into her truth.

"The parents of the glorious chosen one. Obsessed with that glory, you only cared about which of your two children could bring you honor. Believing it was William, you showed no interest in Theodore, who you thought couldn't provide you with glory, and abandoned him."

Theodore felt it was time to end the play performed by the actors gathered on this stage.
It was time to drive the wedge deeper into those two.

"Everyone envied and admired you. The parents of the chosen one who would save the world from the crisis of the apocalypse. They envied that glory, and although you already had status as a ducal family, you could feel everything being upgraded even further than before."

Among magic spells, there was one called the upgrade spell.
It was an auxiliary spell that enhanced the power of magic, a force that could be used by grand mages who specialized in attack magic.

And just as the upgrade spell was used for attack magic, the status of the Artin Duchy at that time was incomparably higher than now, truly reaching for the heavens.

"B-but..."

"But when Theodore disappeared, your true nature was revealed, and your ugly aspects were exposed to everyone. That's why you desperately searched for Theodore—you needed him as a tool to hide your ugliness. Ah, and with time, William's true colors have also been revealed."

William Artin.
Theodore spoke while thinking of his foolish twin brother who wasn't present.

"William Artin has shown himself to be nothing but crawling filth, unable to display the brilliant image of the chosen one that people expected, standing above the clouds. This situation has made you even more desperate."

If William Artin had been a proper chosen one, they clearly wouldn't have desperately searched for Theodore Artin.
William Artin's existence alone would have been enough to obtain glory.
Also, Theodore Artin would have been overshadowed by William Artin's existence, and people would have been excited only about the chosen one, not caring about his sacrificed brother.

If that had happened, naturally the Artin Duchy would have had no reason to care about Theodore Artin.
The Duke and Duchess of Artin would have easily erased Theodore Artin from their minds.

"Rumors have emerged that Theodore Artin might be the real chosen one, haven't they? Because William can't use the powers that a chosen one should possess."

Theodore demonstrated again by lightly manipulating space.
He showed the space in front of him, about one meter, twisting and becoming chaotic before instantly restoring itself.

He also had the ability to manipulate time, but showing spatial manipulation was more convenient for everyone to see.
The visual impact couldn't be ignored either.

Seeing and feeling space becoming chaotic left a strong impression on both those with power and those without.

"So for the glory of having the chosen one in the Artin Duchy, you desperately searched for Theodore Artin. To erase your blemishes and enjoy even greater glory."

At his words that they were searching for Theodore Artin out of desire to continue enjoying the glory of having the chosen one, Elliott and Ceres' faces turned as pale as if they might die at any moment.
In this situation, Theodore declared to Elliott and Ceres:

"Your vain desires will never succeed. The chosen one is a person of the Skyrod Duchy, not the Artin Duchy."

"Ah..."

Ceres couldn't even refute and just sat down, letting out a dazed moan.
She couldn't think of anything to say in response, shocked as she faced the essence of herself that she had been avoiding.
And Elliott, whose mouth was freed again, tried to say something to Theodore, but it was clear he was at a loss for words as nothing proper came out.

"Theodore... please..."

"Dad, stop it already."

Reina tried to restrain Elliott by grabbing his arm as he called out to Theodore again.
But at that moment, Elliott lost his temper and acted impulsively.
He roughly shook off her arm and shouted:

"Don't interfere!"

"Kyaa!"

Shaken off so roughly, Reina screamed and almost fell backward.
If this continued, she could get hurt from the fall.
No, judging by the angle of her fall, she would hit her head on the floor first and could be seriously injured.

'Reina!'

Theodore manipulated time to flow slowly around them and quickly moved behind Reina.
He caught her from behind, then restored the flow of time to normal.

"Are you alright?"

"Ah, Brother Theodore... thank you."

Reina, supported in Theodore's arms, called him with a slightly pitiful voice and thanked him.

"This... this is..."

Elliott was stammering, seemingly shocked by his own actions.
Ceres also looked surprised at the scene.

'Normal parents would have shown concern first in this situation.'

But they were just bewildered.
And Reina seemed to sense this too, as her face filled with anguish.

She probably still believed that her biological parents had been trying to give her affection after Theodore left.
However, the sense of betrayal she now felt would be greater than most people could understand.

'I really can't leave things like this anymore.'

Feeling Reina's body temperature in his arms, Theodore decided it was his turn to extend a hand to her.
Just as the Skyrod Duchy had reached out to him 11 years ago and accepted him as family, now it was his turn to do the same for Reina.
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Rayna had always felt sorrow about her situation.
It would have been strange if she hadn't felt sad while witnessing William's atrocities and cleaning up after him.

However, her feelings toward House Artin had reached their worst point recently.

William Artin's behavior, as if sensing something ominous, had escalated into actual violence.

Her parents neither protected her from her brother William's violence nor prevented it.
And they couldn't even offer a proper apology, instead desperately avoiding reality.

Still, Rayna tried to love and understand her parents.
But when she saw her parents' disgraceful behavior in front of Theodore, who was revealed to be Theodore Artin, and when her father Eliot pushed her away, nearly injuring her without even apologizing, she felt something break inside her.

*Dad, why?*

And her mother Ceres's attitude was no different.

*Mom, how could you too?*

In truth, Rayna had been hoping deep down.
She thought they would rush to her in concern when she was almost hurt.
But that hope was in vain.

*Ah.*

They say that in moments of crisis, one's true nature is revealed.
In this sudden situation, their true nature wasn't to rush to Rayna in concern.

*I was just... a tool for image-making.*

She was merely one of the tools used to hide their ugly side that had been exposed because of Theodore Artin.
Realizing this, Rayna felt strength leaving her body.

Was it because of sadness?
Or perhaps despair?

Rayna couldn't tell what state she was in.
She only felt a sense of helplessness and a terrible loss, not knowing the meaning of her own existence.

"Rayna."

A voice pulled her consciousness back.

*Brother Theodore.*

As rumored, he was her blood brother.
And as memories of their brief time together flashed through Rayna's mind, she remembered that he had left home eleven years ago after receiving even worse treatment than herself.

*Brother Theodore and Sister Yuria were always kind to me.*

Theodore Skyroad.
His true identity was Theodore Artin. But that was merely his past identity, as he denied being Theodore Artin.

*Theodore Skyroad.*

That was the identity he had defined for himself.
He had chosen to deny being Theodore Artin and to be Theodore Skyroad instead.
In other words, House Artin was no longer his family.

*So I want to ask.*

Still in Theodore's arms, Rayna looked directly at his face.
Like William, he had strikingly handsome features.
But unlike William, who was steeped in dirty desires, Theodore's face was full of confident dignity, giving Rayna the impression that he was different from William.

"Brother Theodore... you hate House Artin, don't you?"

"I despise it."

It was the answer she expected.

"Then what do you think of Rayna Artin?"

"I think she's a girl I want to leave House Artin and become my little sister."

With those words, Rayna Artin felt that her moment of choice had arrived.

* * *

Theodore could tell that Rayna understood what he meant.
He could see life gradually returning to her eyes.

"Brother Theodore, then... will I truly become your little sister?"

Theodore smiled as gently as possible to reassure Rayna.
As one who walked the path of the sky, his role now was to lift those suffering below up to the heavens.

Just as he had needed salvation in the past, Rayna now needed it too. Unlike eleven years ago, he was now in a position to offer salvation rather than receive it.

"Yes. You'll become my little sister. And you'll gain a brother and a sister."

"A sister?"

At those words, Rayna looked toward Judith.
Theodore wondered what impression the bright, golden-haired girl, who clearly showed signs of receiving plenty of love from her parents and brother, would make on Rayna.

"...You said she's a year older than me?"

Rayna murmured softly, her gaze shifting to Yuria, who was smiling kindly at her, and then to Lilia, a beautiful silver-haired girl who looked like a miniature version of Yuria and was giving her a sympathetic look.
They too undoubtedly wanted Rayna to grab the lifeline Theodore was extending.

"Rayna, nice to meet you. I'm Judith Skyroad."

Judith approached Rayna with a bright smile.

"I-I'm Rayna."

Rayna introduced herself without the Artin surname, which was a positive sign.

It meant she was trying to break away from Artin.

"Aww, you're so cute! Can you call me 'sister' once? Please?"

"S-sister?"

When Judith brought her face close and asked with an earnest tone, Rayna felt pressured and unconsciously called her "sister."

"Ah!"

Judith was overjoyed at the word, and Theodore laughed as he restrained her.

"Now, now, Judy. You're startling Rayna. Calm down."

"Oh, I'm sorry, Rayna. I'm really sorry. But I really want you to come as my sister... hehe~"

"N-no, it's okay."

Seeing Judith's bright smile, Rayna realized that could have been her own life.
Her expression gradually filled with envy and longing.

"R-Rayna."

Eliot, finally realizing what was happening, tried to speak to Rayna.
But Rayna didn't look at him.
After turning her gaze away from Judith, she looked back at Theodore.

"Just as I found my true family, I hope you'll choose the path to finding yours."

Theodore gently stroked Rayna's forehead.
As he did so, he continued to show her the path of choice.

"You've realized their true nature, haven't you?"

"...Yes."
Rayna nodded and remained silent for a moment.
Theodore could see tears of sadness welling up in her blue eyes.

"Brother Theodore. Will you continue to treat me the same way?"

"Yes."

"Can you promise?"

"If you want, I'll promise you anything. As the heir to House Skyroad, as the heir who walks the path of the sky protecting the Imperial Family of the Arkan Empire, I swear on my life."

A life-sworn oath as the heir to House Skyroad.
This was not an oath to be made lightly, but Theodore knew that this moment called for it.

"Brother Theodore, if you and Judith s-sister accept me as your sister... perhaps?"

Rayna couldn't finish her sentence, perhaps out of fear that she might be wrong.
It was the fear and anxiety of having her expectations shattered.

So Theodore nodded to reassure her.

"Of course. Father and Mother have also decided to accept you as the second daughter of House Skyroad."

"Yes, Theodore is right."

Duke Skyroad approached, nodding.

"Rayna, if you don't mind, would you please become my daughter?"

"Yes, Rayna. Please become our daughter."

Duchess Skyroad also approached with a kind smile.
That's when it happened.

"No, you can't! Rayna is my daughter! My daughter!"

Ceres suddenly stood up like a madwoman.

"First Theodore, and now you're trying to take Rayna too! No! No! No!"

Ceres's raving made her seem truly insane.

"How noisy."

Theodore spoke coldly to Ceres, knowing that if anyone else spoke, she might become even more frenzied.

"Lady Yuria."

"Yes?"

Yuria looked puzzled when Theodore suddenly called her.
Theodore smiled slightly and asked her a favor.

"Please take care of Rayna for a moment."

"Yes, leave it to me."

Since Yuria was the person Rayna felt most comfortable with besides himself, Theodore handed Rayna, whom he had been supporting and holding, to Yuria in a princess carry.

"Uh."

Rayna seemed slightly embarrassed but didn't refuse.
She probably needed the continued warmth of loving, gentle hands.

"Duchess Artin."

Theodore's gaze turned back to Ceres.
It was time to settle another matter with her, this time for Rayna's sake.
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"Theodore! Please stop! Even Rayna... ugh!"

Ceres began to tearfully plead before Theodore.
It was a sight of a beautiful woman begging with a fragile, pitiful appearance and tears.

*How disgusting.*

But to Theodore, those tears felt loathsome and revolting.
Even her crying while thinking of him wasn't out of genuine sadness.

She was merely immersed in her own performance of sorrow.

"I must commend your deep commitment to the act."

Theodore gave a light applause.

"Th-Theodore. How, how could you go this far?"

"This far? I never expected to hear that from your mouth. No, I've never even had a conversation with you like this before. After all, since I was two years old, you didn't even know my face."

Ceres's mask was powerless before Theodore.
For her mask to remain intact, she needed some level of cooperation from Theodore.
Theodore had no intention whatsoever of helping maintain her mask; rather, he planned to tear it to shreds.

"You're merely using Rayna to act pitiful right now."

"H-how could you say such..."

If anyone other than Theodore had said this, she would have flown into a rage.
But before Theodore, she couldn't show that side of herself.
If she did, it would reveal to everyone gathered here that her longing for her son Theodore Artin, who disappeared eleven years ago, was all a lie.

"If you truly cared about Rayna, you should have rushed to her when she collapsed. But you didn't. Because you didn't genuinely care."

"Th-Theodore!"

"No excuses needed. Stop using Rayna to maintain your good image. We will take Rayna and love her as family."

Rayna Artin would now live happily as Rayna Skyroad, as his little sister.
The Duke and Duchess Artin were merely obstacles.

"If you truly have even a shred of concern for Rayna! Don't even think about approaching her again. If you do, I will never forgive you."

Theodore infused his voice with an intimidating aura.
Though not quite killing intent, it carried enough power to deliver a warning to Ceres.

"This can't be... Theodore! You and Rayna can't do this to us!"

This time, Eliot stepped forward.

"Theodore, Rayna. Please come to your senses and return! Theodore! If you want, I'll even give you the position of heir to House Artin!"

That was the best he could come up with.

"Theodore, big brother."

At that moment, Rayna, who had climbed down from Yuria's arms and was standing beside her, called out to Theodore.
Everyone present, including Theodore, Eliot, and Ceres, turned their attention to her.

And despite the numerous gazes directed at her, Rayna spoke with a determined expression.

"I want to become Rayna Skyroad."

Theodore smiled at her choice.

"Yes, Rayna. You've made a good decision."

Theodore smiled with satisfaction at Rayna's choice.
In contrast, Eliot and Ceres were wailing as if they had been betrayed.

"Rayna! *sob* Are you stabbing your mother's heart too?"

"Rayna! Don't do this! Pushing you was a mistake! Yes, daddy was wrong! So please don't abandon us too!"

Eliot offered a belated apology to Rayna.
But his following words irritated Theodore.

"Abandon? It sounds as if I abandoned Duke Artin."

"Y-yes."

"How ridiculous. You abandoned me to the point where you didn't even know my face or feed me after I was two years old, and now you claim you were abandoned? I really don't want to care about the Britannia Empire as the end of the world approaches."

Of course, he didn't intend to go that far.
While he disliked the Britannia Empire, allowing countless people to die would not be right for the heir of House Skyroad.

But it was also true that he didn't want to save House Artin.

"Wh-what are you talking about?"

As Eliot asked in confusion, Princess Louise suddenly stepped forward.

"Theodore, excuse me. Duke Artin, I'm now issuing an order as the princess representing His Majesty. I won't hear any objections, so shut your mouth and step back with your wife without interfering. If you interfere, I'll consider it treason."

Even for a princess, speaking this way to Duke Artin was unacceptable.
But Duke Artin was already cornered in this situation.
All the glory, power, and strength he possessed would plummet to the bottom.

"Theodore, as the princess of the Britannia Empire, I have a proposal for you."

"What is it?"

As she was a foreign princess, Theodore asked with his usual courteous attitude.
Even if it were an enemy country at war, basic courtesy must be maintained toward foreign royalty.

"Would you consider becoming Duke Artin? If you wish, we can strip the current Duke and Duchess Artin of their titles and exile them."

Princess Louise's move was to discard Duke and Duchess Artin.
This attitude of so easily discarding a country's duke and duchess was abnormal, but it was certainly acceptable to regain the Chosen One who had gone to another country.
This was the choice made by the Britannia Empire.

At least, that's what the Britannia Empire would think.

Duke and Duchess Artin showed shocked expressions at Princess Louise's unexpected words, but for Princess Louise, this was an important matter.
If William couldn't properly prove that he was the real Chosen One—or at least demonstrate abilities comparable to what Theodore had shown—the Britannia Empire would now face a major offensive from the Sran Empire and the Arkan Empire.

"I'll pretend I didn't hear Your Highness's words."

But Theodore's answer was already decided.

"I, Theodore Skyroad, as a member of House Skyroad protecting the Arkan Empire, have sworn loyalty to His Majesty the Emperor of the Arkan Empire. I will never betray His Majesty and the Arkan Empire."

At this unequivocal rejection, Princess Louise's expression showed a slight crack.

"Then excuse me."

Theodore turned toward Rayna, who was beside Yuria.
But before he could reach Rayna:

"Just a moment, Theodore," someone said to Theodore.
It was Marquess Rosen, Yulia Rosen's father from the Sran Empire.

"You mentioned earlier that the end of the world is approaching?"

Unlike the Britannia Empire, which was blinded by immediate benefits, the Sran Empire, which had no possibility of recruiting the Chosen One in the first place, was focusing on a different aspect.

"Yes. Perhaps we should start moving soon."

Although the meaning of the Chosen One was being treated as merely a title for profit due to the fake William and the Britannia Empire's behavior, the true role of the Chosen One was to save the world from the coming apocalypse.

"It's still at a minimal level, but soon everyone will realize the danger."

Since he had been sharing all information with his parents, Duke and Duchess Skyroad, for a long time, their expressions remained unchanged.
But Duke and Duchess Arsein, who hadn't heard anything about this, looked surprised and worried.

"Theodore, could you possibly share more details about this approaching end of the world?"

Duke Arsein asked carefully and with concern.
For him, suddenly learning that his prospective son-in-law was the Chosen One and hearing that the prophesied end of the world was approaching caused him great worry.

"Of course. If Duke Arsein wishes, I will make time as soon as possible today to explain everything in detail."

* * *

Duke Arsein honestly doubted his ears at the moment.
This was because Theodore had spoken to him with such a courteous attitude.

The previously confident, even arrogant demeanor was nowhere to be seen.
No, he simply wasn't showing that attitude to him.

"What exactly happened to you?"

At those words, Theodore seemed to understand the meaning of his question and turned his gaze to Yuria, the duke's daughter.
And when his eyes met Yuria's, he smiled slightly and looked at the slightly blushing Yuria with adoration.

"First, I must say that your daughter was quite impressive beyond my expectations."

It seemed true that the relationship between the two, which had shown no progress for a year, had grown closer.

*How fascinating.*

Everything was fascinating to him.
Not only that his prospective son-in-law was the Chosen One, but also that this incredibly arrogant prospective son-in-law was genuinely enamored with his daughter, looking at her with such eyes.
Though she was his daughter, it seemed her ability to capture hearts was as remarkable as her beautiful appearance.

*Of course! Whose daughter is she! No matter how exceptional Theodore is, it's only natural that he can't resist my beautiful daughter!*

While thinking thoughts typical of a doting father and smiling with satisfaction, he failed to notice something.
The fact that his second daughter, Lilia's, expression had turned pale...
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"I have failed."

Princess Louise bowed her head to her father, the Emperor of the Britannia Empire, looking deeply ashamed.

"Sigh, so it ended in failure after all."

The Emperor of the Britannia Empire massaged his forehead with a troubled expression.
He had no idea how to withstand the offensive from Philip I, Emperor of the Arkan Empire, and Nermina II, Empress of the Sran Empire.

*Damn it, the Artin Duke and Duchess should have kept Theodore under control!*

Theodore Artin was indeed the true Chosen One, as he had demonstrated the power to manipulate space freely in front of countless people.
Moreover, he had announced that the end of the world, which many people feared, was approaching.

*Is it true? Or is it a lie?*

He couldn't tell whether Theodore's words were true or false.

[This boy will possess a special power that no one else in this world can have, and with that power, he will prevent the end of the world.]

But there was no doubt that Theodore Artin, who had demonstrated the unique power mentioned in the prophecy, was the real Chosen One.
It seemed odd that someone prophesied to save the world from apocalypse would announce that the end was near.
Even if it were a lie, there was no way to prove it.

*No, even if we could prove it, nothing would change.*

There was nothing to gain by proving it and pressuring him.
Rather, the more they antagonized the Chosen One, the more anxious the people of the Britannia Empire would become.

*Damn it.*

When William was known as the Chosen One, the Britannia Empire had gained immeasurable prestige and benefits.
But now everyone would know that the Arkan Empire possessed the Chosen One.

*If only William could show something special, we could at least run a campaign suggesting uncertainty about who the real Chosen One is!*

But the power Theodore had demonstrated was in a realm far beyond reach.
And there was no guarantee that was the only power he possessed.

*He single-handedly subdued forces strong enough to suppress Archmage Tobias of the Sran Empire.*

This report had instilled great caution in the Emperor of the Britannia Empire.
Could the mere ability to manipulate space represent all the powers of the Chosen One?

*It happened so instantaneously.*

Those who submitted the report stated that most of them weren't even aware of what had hit them.
They had all collapsed simultaneously from an attack that happened too quickly.

*And they were all powerful individuals.*

Forces that together could have cornered an Archmage had all fallen simultaneously in an instant.
Because it happened too fast for them to understand what hit them, the mages offered one speculation.

"Your Majesty, perhaps Theodore Artin's power includes not only the ability to manipulate space but time as well."

He couldn't be certain if this report was accurate.
But the mere possibility demanded caution.

*I simply cannot figure it out.*

Theodore Artin.
Currently known as Theodore Skyroad, they knew far too little about him.

*I don't understand why House Skyroad would acknowledge someone with no blood relation as their own child and heir.*

No matter if he was the Chosen One, he was still an outsider.
If they had made him a son-in-law and passed down the family name, it would have been understandable.

But Theodore Skyroad's fiancée was Yuria Arsein.
A Young Lady of House Arsein, with no blood ties to House Skyroad.

*Their bloodlines might have mixed in ancient times, but they're practically strangers now.*

While unable to comprehend the thinking of the Duke and Duchess Skyroad, the Emperor's thoughts turned to another ducal couple.
The Duke and Duchess Artin of his own country.

*Those fools.*

Everyone had been ecstatic about the fact that the hero who would save the world, the Chosen One, would come from House Artin.
Even he, as Emperor of the Britannia Empire, had been excited, anticipating glory for the Britannia Empire.

He remembered how the Arkan Empire and Sran Empire had adopted submissive postures just because they had the Chosen One.

*Come to think of it, the expression of Philip I, Emperor of the Arkan Empire, was peculiar in retrospect.*

From eleven years ago, thinking back now, he occasionally showed subtle expressions that seemed to mock him.
At the time, he hadn't thought deeply about it, but now it was clear that Philip must have been suppressing his sense of triumph because the real Chosen One, Theodore Artin, had come to their country.

*That bastard. Those idiots!*

As he had thought before, they should have secured Theodore Artin as a precaution, but they didn't even realize he was gone until four months after his disappearance. It was infuriating.

In truth, the imperial family of the Britannia Empire had also neglected Theodore Artin's treatment, but from the Emperor's perspective, the Duke and Duchess Artin had not only failed as parents but had completely botched everything, which made his teeth grind.

*I'd like to behead those damned fools.*

He felt like throwing William Artin in prison and burning him alive.
But William Artin still had his uses.
As long as there was even a 0% chance he might be the Chosen One, they couldn't treat him carelessly.

"My head is too complicated to think clearly."

"I am deeply sorry..."

Seeing his daughter bowing her head, the Emperor shook his head.

"No. It's not your fault. This is all because of those idiots, the Duke and Duchess Artin."

He had taken a strong stance, declaring that the Duke and Duchess Artin would be punished in front of many people, but it hadn't been enough to change Theodore Artin's mind.

*At least we've created the image that the imperial family did its best to reconcile, but it was impossible because the Duke and Duchess Artin had created too much resentment.*

For the Emperor and the imperial family of the Britannia Empire, the most important thing was the authority of the imperial family.
Even if the country suffered losses, the imperial family had to escape responsibility.
Rather, it was important to create the image of a victim who had tried but failed because of House Artin's mess.

*We'll continue trying to persuade him over time, but we must also consider the worst-case scenario if we can't...*

The more he thought about it, the more his eyes grew fierce as he dwelled on his anger toward the Duke and Duchess Artin who had put him in this crisis.
Now the Britannia Empire would have to give up the privileges they had taken for granted.

Having lost the "convenient" tool of the Chosen One, the Britannia Empire had no way to prevent this.

*This is all because of the Duke and Duchess Artin!*

* * *

"Damn it."

William Artin was going insane with frustration.

*Theodore! No, that bastard Theodore!*

He had demonstrated his power.
It wasn't the time-manipulating power he had shown William, but by displaying his space-manipulating ability, he had flaunted his status as the Chosen One.

"No. No."

William Artin had never felt such despair.
Had there ever been a time in his life when the answer seemed so elusive?

He was the Chosen One.
Therefore, it was natural for everyone to give him whatever he wanted, and it was natural for him to do as he pleased.
Because he was the hero who would save the world.

In reality, he had never thought about how or in what way he would save the world.
He simply assumed that because he was the Chosen One, things would somehow work out, and he never worried about it.

The pleasures he enjoyed were too sweet to worry about such matters.

*Damn it.*

And now his twin brother, who should have been a useless existence, was getting everyone's attention as the supposed real Chosen One.
Stealing the position that rightfully belonged to him!

*It's my place. It's my place.*

William felt anxious about losing his position as the Chosen One and worried.
He feared that people's perception of him would change and they would see him as a fraud.
How could he resolve this situation?

*If only Theodore would die, everything would be solved!*

If Theodore Skyroad died, he would be the only person fitting the prophecy.
Then he would be the Chosen One.

*Yes, I just need him to die. But how do I kill him?*

This was the biggest challenge.
Having already tried and failed to kill him before, William couldn't see a solution.

But now, with his desire blinding him, he was prepared to cross any line to fulfill his ambition.
And he failed to notice the gaze watching him.

* * *

*William Artin.*

Theodore was observing William from a distance, noting the malicious expression on his face.
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*A man twisted beyond recognition.*

William Artin was already completely rotten.
He didn't think about his duties as the Chosen One, only concerned with his own benefit, stained by greed and reduced to a complete mess—he was already beyond salvation.

And Theodore had no intention of rehabilitating him.

He had tried to kill him and also attempted to kidnap Yuria.
Despite this, he showed not an ounce of remorse for his wrongdoings, only interested in the benefits that came with the position of the Chosen One.

But there was something that needed to be made clear to that fool.

"William."

Theodore approached that crawling filth to give him a clear warning.
The only reason he was approaching this foul-smelling creature filled with nothing but desire was for the sake of someone else.

"Theodore!"

Hatred gleamed in William's eyes as he looked at Theodore.

"William."

Theodore calmly called his name, and William grimaced as he charged forward.

"You bastard!"

William rushed at Theodore without hesitation.

"You said you wouldn't tell! You fraud!"

William was clearly resenting Theodore now.
He was expressing his resentment with hatred over the fact that Theodore had revealed himself as the Chosen One. It was obvious he blamed Theodore for his current situation of being exposed as a fake.

"I wasn't the first one to speak."

"Y-you son of a bitch! You call that an excuse?"

Theodore slightly twisted the space around William. And with that, he bound his limbs as if restraining him.

"W-what is this?"

"The power of the Chosen One."

Theodore didn't particularly favor this ability that came with being the Chosen One.
Of course, since any weapon he possessed needed to be honed to its sharpest, he had researched and consistently practiced how to utilize the abilities he had as the Chosen One.
But that was as far as it went.

"William Artin. Listen well, I've gone through the trouble of coming to find you, a crawling piece of filth, to give you a warning."

"Ugh! Let me go first, damn it!"

"A fool who crawls on the ground with eyes blinded by greed, thinking only of satisfying his own desires without considering the duties of the Chosen One. That's what you are now."

"You damn bastard!"

Theodore remained unmoved as he watched William raging and spewing curses.
But inside, he was cold with anger.
He wouldn't have been angry if it was simply about enjoying the benefits of being a fake Chosen One.

But this man had targeted Yuria, and he had instilled fear and despair in Rayna.

"Rayna will be adopted by our House Skyroad and become Rayna Skyroad."

"Ha! That bitch must have wagged her tail at you... AAAAGH!"

William, who had been speaking ill of his sister, screamed as he felt something violently squeezing his arm.
The space was contracting, beginning to crush his arm.

"AAAAGH!"

"It would be better for you to keep your mouth shut, William Artin."

Theodore spoke in an extremely calm tone.

"You tried to kill me, but I have no intention of killing you. You're not even worth looking down upon from above the clouds."

"Ugh..."

As the pain finally subsided, William's eyes filled with terror.
Theodore felt surprisingly nothing as he watched him cower in fear, worried about experiencing that pain again.

"But if you mention Rayna's name like that again, I won't let it slide. You'll taste a hell that will make what you did to Rayna feel light in comparison."

Theodore Skyroad swore on his life.
He would definitely protect Rayna Skyroad, his sister.

*Father, Mother, Judy, Rayna, and Lady Yuria.*

There were already five people he would protect even at the cost of his life.
He had a duty as the Chosen One.

To save this world from the apocalypse.

When he was young, he wondered if this kind of world was worth saving, but after gaining his real family, he acknowledged and accepted that duty.
That's why his efforts to become stronger weren't just because of the resentment from his childhood when he was treated as useless.

While he did want to show himself as someone who shone more brilliantly than anyone else, he had accepted the duty of protecting this world.
And separate from that duty, there were currently five people he wanted to protect even at the cost of his life.

*Originally, there were three.*

But coming here, he had unexpectedly allowed Yuria Arsein, who had slipped through his defenses, to take a place in his heart, and he had to admit that he had come to love her deeply.

*Rayna.*

And the last one was his own sister, the only one in House Artin who had committed no sin and was a victim like himself—Rayna.
Now Rayna Skyroad, not Rayna Artin, he had come here for her sake.
So without any other thoughts, he would finish only this and leave.

"Ugh..."

Theodore spoke in a small whisper toward the terrified William.

"William Artin. As I told you before, even if you don't have as much talent as me, who shines brilliantly like the sun above the clouds as the Chosen One, you have enough talent to be evaluated as standing right above the clouds. But you've failed to properly accept the advice that you've fallen to become a crawling mass of filth."

"P-please spare me!"

Seeing him begging for his life so pitifully again, Theodore decided to teach this twin brother of his, who lacked the ability to learn, a lesson.
If desire blinds the eyes and numbs reason, then instilling an even greater fear to forcibly inject reason was the solution.

"Rayna. Don't even think about approaching that child again. At that time, my anger will never leave you intact. It won't end with you trembling in fear."

Theodore's tone seemed calm yet contained killing intent.
That made it sound even more terrifying, and William quickly nodded at those words.

"Ugh!"

Released from the spatial shackles, William crawled helplessly on the ground.
Theodore coldly glared at him before leaving.

* * *

"Welcome back, Brother Theodore!"

The first person to run and greet Theodore on his way back to his quarters was Lilia Arsein.
With beautiful looks that seemed like a miniature version of Yuria, she was already dazzling despite her young age.
This girl appeared in front of him with a bright smile even before he reached his quarters.

"Yes."

Theodore responded with a light smile.
Lilia knew his smile didn't carry much deep meaning, but she was happy that he smiled at her.

*Sister is comforting Rayna right now.*

Judith Skyroad was already treating Rayna, who would soon go through formal adoption procedures, with familiarity, enthusiastically calling herself an older sister.
While Lilia had also formed a light friendship with Rayna, she had come to find Theodore separately while people from House Skyroad and House Arsein were gathered to care for Rayna.

"Brother Theodore, did you perhaps go to see that William Artin?"

"Why do you think that?"

"I thought the Theodore I know would go warn William Artin who treated Rayna so terribly."

Theodore remained silent for a moment, looking at her with a calm gaze.
That unwavering look saddened her.
Though he was smiling, it was too painful to know that his gaze saw her only as Yuria Arsein's younger sister.

"Yes, you know well."

"I've been trying to understand you before my sister did."

Lilia confessed honestly without embarrassment.

"I see."

"Honestly, I didn't expect you to open your heart to my sister. I didn't expect her to open her heart either."

It was a variable Lilia hadn't anticipated.
She never imagined her sister, who always showed dislike toward Theodore, would genuinely develop such a relationship with him.

*No, I did imagine it.*

To be honest, she had imagined it, and that's why she always felt anxious.
And she witnessed that anxiety become reality.

"I'm sorry, but you know what my answer would be no matter what you say."

Lilia gave a bitter smile at Theodore's polite apology.

"I know. I know there's no room for me to intervene with Brother Theodore right now."

That's why she resented her sister Yuria for various reasons.

Her attitude of acting as if what Lilia wanted wasn't necessary.
How she so easily obtained what Lilia wanted.
How she looked unfavorably upon Lilia's desire to obtain what she wanted without really knowing her.

While Lilia knew that Yuria loved and cherished her, she felt jealousy and inferiority as a woman compared to Yuria.
But Lilia wouldn't be consumed by those emotions alone.

"Still, I won't give up and I'll wait. Even if it ends in failure... I'll make Brother Theodore remember for the rest of his life that my feelings aren't blind desire but an undying heart."

It was too deep and heavy a statement for a 15-year-old girl.
At those words, Theodore quietly stroked her head before leaving.

"Ah."

Lilia sighed at the involuntary sound of lamentation.

"Haah... if only I had been born a few years earlier..."

While thinking this, Lilia placed her hand on her chest.
Promising to remember this pounding feeling, she swore:

*I will never give up. Even if it ends in failure, I won't regret it.*

Just as Yuria didn't give up on her dreams, neither would she.
Unlike her sister who dreamed of becoming a renowned warrior on the continent, Lilia's dream was to be a good wife and wise mother.
To become Theodore Skyroad's good wife, bear his children, and be a good mother to them.
That was all she wanted.
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Rayna found everything fascinating.
Especially the goodwill she felt from the people surrounding her now.

*This is a first...*

Had she ever experienced being surrounded by such pure goodwill in her life?
She had always been the one cleaning up after William's messes, feeling depressed as she dealt with the victims of his actions.

Since meeting Theodore and Yuria, she had clung to the affection and goodwill she received, and after discovering Theodore was her biological brother, she chose to follow him and be adopted into House Skyroad.

"Rayna~ Call me big sister."

The one showing her the deepest goodwill and approaching her most actively was Judith Skyroad.
The beautiful girl with dazzling blonde hair and a bright smile was one year older than her.
She would now become her sister, and she seemed to enjoy hearing the word "sister" to an unusual degree.

"Um, sister?"

As soon as she awkwardly uttered the word, Judith clutched her chest with a sound like "Haaah!"

"Ahh~ My heart is racing. Rayna, let's spend wonderful times together. We'll pick out clothes together, and hehe, go out and have fun. I'm so excited!"

Rayna unconsciously backed away from the intense heat in Judith's eyes.
It felt like some indescribable danger. Not that she meant her harm, but it was a dangerous feeling she had never experienced before.

*She seems to like me, but...*

Clearly, the girl's gaze toward her was beyond goodwill—it was filled with genuine joy and affection.
Yet Rayna couldn't understand why she felt this uneasiness.

"Little sister... little sister... cute little sister... hehe..."

Seeing Judith unable to contain her joy, Rayna felt strange that someone could be so happy about her, but it wasn't unpleasant.
Rather, she found herself trying to hold back her own smile.

"Rayna, it might feel awkward at first, but don't worry. I'll help you adjust quickly."

"Yes, Rayna. If you need anything or find something difficult, please tell us."

The Duke and Duchess Skyroad treated her with warm smiles.
It wasn't that her biological parents, the Duke and Duchess Artin, hadn't shown her affection, but thinking back now, there had been something artificial about it.

In contrast, the Duke and Duchess Skyroad's affection felt genuinely sincere, unlike the Artins.

To Rayna, this kind of affection was utterly fascinating.

*They love me more than my own birth parents...*

Yuria, who had been watching Rayna contentedly, approached with a gentle smile and asked:

"Rayna, don't overthink it. Just accept things as they are."

Rayna felt her mind and body relax at Yuria's kind advice.

"Yes, Sister Yuria."

Don't worry about what might happen.
Don't worry about what incidents might occur.

Rayna felt a sense of liberation she couldn't have imagined until recently, though honestly, she felt slightly anxious about whether she deserved to feel such peace.

As if all this might be just a dream...
As if she might wake up in her bed at House Artin if she closed her eyes and opened them again...

*This is reality.*

But the warmth she felt when Yuria gently took her hand made her realize that all of this was real.

* * *

*Rayna, I'm glad.*

As Yuria held Rayna's hand, she was genuinely relieved to see her feeling comfortable in the current situation.
As Theodore's example showed, House Skyroad would love and treat her like their own daughter.

"I'm back."

At that moment, Theodore returned inside.
Behind Theodore came Lilia, who had gone outside earlier—she had been waiting for him outside all this time.

Seeing this, Yuria felt emotions she hadn't experienced before.
Concern, and perhaps a hint of anxiety.

*Ah.*

Yuria sensed that Lilia's feelings were deeper than she had thought.
She cherished and deeply loved her sister Lilia as a sibling.
However, now that she had firmly decided on her feelings for Theodore, she couldn't give up her place to her.

*It seems Lilia... won't give up either.*

As her sister, she knew.
Even if a goal seemed unrealistic, once Lilia set her mind on something, she never gave up.
The same would be true for Lilia.

"Did everything go well?"

Setting aside those thoughts for now, Yuria approached Theodore and asked.
His task of delivering a warning to William Artin had surely gone well, but she asked to confirm.

"Yes, it went reasonably well, but that idiot will likely crawl back soon."

He had already warned William Artin before, but despite the warning, William had continued his misconduct.
Unless they killed him outright, he would remain a headache, but they couldn't kill him right now.

*Duke's Son Theodore wouldn't feel comfortable with that either.*

William Artin seemed beyond redemption.
But he was Theodore's twin brother, and moreover, they would need to consider how Rayna would take his death.

While William Artin was someone Rayna wished didn't exist, she couldn't deny their blood relation, so it was impossible to predict how she would feel if he died.
Probably even Rayna herself couldn't be sure.

Even with blood relatives one normally hates, when they actually die, lingering attachments can sometimes bring waves of sadness.

"Tsk."

The Duke and Duchess Skyroad clicked their tongues lightly upon hearing Theodore's words.
Their reaction conveyed both contempt for William Artin's inability to heed warnings properly and bewilderment at how the Duke and Duchess Artin had raised a child to such a state.

"Father, Mother. Wouldn't it be good to take Rayna to House Skyroad soon?"

Theodore approached the Duke and Duchess Skyroad, pointing to Rayna as he asked.

"Is it because of the Britannia Empire?"

"Yes. The Duke and Duchess Artin's actions are problematic, but the Emperor of the Britannia Empire will certainly make things difficult for Rayna."

They had already noticed that Theodore cherished Rayna.
That meant they would certainly try all sorts of tricks to persuade her.

Having learned and observed as a Young Lady of House Arsein, Yuria could predict that much as well.

"Brother Theodore."

Then Rayna was seen addressing Theodore.

"Yes, Rayna."

When Theodore responded with a gentle smile, Rayna asked with a worried expression:

"Are you not coming back with us, but staying here?"

"I think so."

"...If you stay here, they'll bother you. Will you be alright?"

Rayna's blue eyes were filled with concern.
Theodore gently stroked her head and spoke in a kind voice:

"I'll be fine. And I have a promise I must keep here, so I can't leave. But I'll return home after this school year ends, so could you go home first and wait for me?"

"...Yes."

Rayna nodded at Theodore's words.
Sensing what promise Theodore was referring to, Yuria sent him a gentle smile filled with gratitude, and when he turned his gaze from Rayna, she noticed him looking at her, having caught her glance.
That gaze somehow made her face feel flushed with embarrassment.

"Yuria, things seem like they'll get chaotic here soon. Won't you return to the Arkan Empire with your mother?"

Her mother, the Duchess Arsein, suddenly made this suggestion.

"...Mother."

When the people of House Skyroad returned to the Arkan Empire, those from House Arsein would return together.
Yuria sensed that the Duchess Arsein wanted to take her along at that time.
The reason was probably that since the Britannia Empire now knew Theodore was The Chosen One, they would bother him, and she wanted to keep Yuria from getting involved.

*Duke's Son Theodore is staying because of me.*

Indeed, if she left, he would have no reason to stay here, so he would leave too.
However, she felt regret about the tournament starting next Friday.

"Duchess Arsein."

Before she could organize her thoughts, Theodore's voice came from beside her.
He had approached and was addressing the Duchess Arsein.

"Yes, what is it, Duke's Son Theodore?"

Theodore spoke to the Duchess Arsein with a respectful attitude.

"I would like you to withdraw that suggestion."

He asked her to withdraw her invitation for Yuria to return with them.
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"Lord Theodore."

The Duchess of Arsein's eyes gazed into Theodore's.
Like the birth mother of the sisters Yuria and Lilia, she possessed an unbelievably exquisite beauty. Even to her daughter Yuria's eyes, she was a woman so beautiful that age seemed completely irrelevant.
Had she not been the Duchess of Arsein, no one would have been surprised if countless men had pursued her.
Despite her scrutinizing gaze, Theodore's eyes remained unwavering.

"......"

The Duchess of Arsein's eyes studied Theodore, as if measuring him.
But Theodore accepted her gaze without particular resistance, and there was only one reason why he accepted her evaluating stare without saying anything.

Because she was Yuria Arsein's birth mother—his own mother-in-law to be.

"Why should I cancel my request?"

The Duchess of Arsein asked in a cold voice. Though she was speaking with a certain degree of formality since her counterpart was the heir to the Skyroad Duchy, Theodore slightly shook his head.

"Since only the Arsein Duchy and my family are present, please feel free to speak comfortably."

While they would need to maintain proper etiquette in front of others, the Duchess of Arsein was the mother of his fiancée Yuria.
That's why he was saying it was fine to speak comfortably in this setting.

"Very well. No, that's fine. Then I'll speak more casually."

The Duchess of Arsein spoke with a somewhat softened tone.
The Duke and Duchess of Skyroad remained silent, as if indicating they wouldn't interfere in this conversation, and the Duke of Arsein, who had been about to say something to the Duchess, was quietly observing how the conversation would unfold.

"Can you tell me why I should cancel it?"

Although the Duchess of Arsein's tone had softened slightly, the content of her question hadn't changed.
And Theodore nodded with an unwavering expression.

"Because Lady Yuria, my fiancée, needs to participate in the tournament starting next Friday."

As expected, Theodore's reason was the tournament.
Yuria worried that this might cause him trouble.

If it were a simple matter, she would have insisted on participating in this competition to prove the results of her efforts.
But now the issue had grown too large, entangled with the matter of the Chosen One.
In this situation, if she insisted on her own stubbornness, it wouldn't end with just her taking responsibility.

It could potentially escalate into an even bigger problem.

Yuria sent Theodore a concerned look, but he glanced at her and smiled as if to say not to worry.

"...Theodore. As a mother, I'm grateful that you're thinking of Yuria."

The Duchess of Arsein now spoke not as the mistress of the Arsein Duchy, but as the mother of Yuria Arsein, Theodore Skyroad's fiancée.

"But now that it's known you're truly the Chosen One, the Britannia Empire will certainly not remain idle. Their promises can no longer be trusted, and I can't guarantee what will happen next. Do you agree?"

"Yes, I agree."

"Then Theodore, do you think that as a mother, I could leave Yuria in such a dangerous place?"

"Yes, I believe you will."

As if this was a completely unexpected answer, the Duchess of Arsein slightly furrowed her brow and looked at him.

"Would you tell me why you think so?"

"It's simple. Because I, Theodore Skyroad, have promised to protect Lady Yuria with my life."

It was a promise he had made to the Duke of Arsein.
Back then, he might have accepted it merely as his duty as a fiancé, but now he was different.
Now, he was sincerely determined to protect Yuria Arsein even at the cost of his own life.

Feeling his determination, Yuria found herself smiling involuntarily.

"Ugh."

When Lilia made a groaning sound beside her, Yuria immediately turned to look.
She saw her adorable younger sister looking at her with eyes full of envy.
That gaze also contained a hint of resentment, which slightly pained Yuria's heart, but she painfully turned her head away, reminding herself that she couldn't yield.

At that moment, Theodore approached Yuria and took her hand.

"Ah."

Caught completely off guard, Yuria's face turned red.

"Let me hear your answer."

"W-what answer?"

Having missed part of the conversation between Theodore and the Duchess of Arsein while looking at Lilia, Yuria didn't immediately understand his words.
Noticing this, Theodore smiled slightly and explained.

"About whether you want to stay here. If there's something you want to do by staying here, I'll help you."

"Is that really okay?"

"Normally, it wouldn't be. But you've made it this way."

At Theodore's words, Yuria felt as if her face was heating up with embarrassment.

"You wanted to participate in the tournament, right? Then it's fine if you do. I just need to protect you."

Seeing him pledge to protect her even if the Britannia Empire tried something, Yuria realized that saying she would return would actually be disrespectful to him.

'If I say I want to return to the Arkan Empire because I don't want to cause trouble here...'

That could be interpreted as not trusting in his abilities.
No, it would definitely mean that.

'What I want to do...'

Yuria didn't even need to consider what she wanted.

"Yes, I want to stay here and definitely participate in the tournament."

Theodore nodded at Yuria's answer.

"Good. Then as promised, I'll protect you."

Watching this scene, the Duchess of Arsein sighed.

"Haah~ Yuria. You've really put me in a difficult position."

The Duchess of Arsein had also realized it.
In this situation, insisting on taking her daughter back would mean she didn't trust Theodore Skyroad, the Chosen One.
And since Theodore was also the heir to the Skyroad Duchy, such an action would anger the Duke and Duchess of Skyroad as well.
As the Duchess of Arsein, she found herself in a position where it was difficult to take her daughter back.
The only option was to persuade Yuria, but there was no chance of that happening.

"To think you'd make your mother give up and go back... I really wonder who you inherited that stubbornness from..."

Though lamenting slightly, the Duchess of Arsein indicated her intention to back down, and Yuria smiled and said:

"Don't worry, Mother. I'm confident I can win in the tournament as long as Lord Theodore doesn't participate."

"But you could still get hurt, couldn't you? That's what I'm worried about. Theodore can't intervene during the matches, you know?"

"I'm prepared for that much. And I just need to become strong enough not to get hurt."

There would be no point in deciding to become a warrior if she feared mere injuries.

"...Who could stop you? Yuria, be careful."

"Yes, Mother. I'll definitely bring you good news."

* * *

"Heeh~ The atmosphere between big brother and big sister Yuria has gotten much sweeter? I can feel the love between you two getting stronger."

Seeing Theodore and Yuria continuing to hold hands, Judis spoke with an expression of fascination.
And beside her, Reina also nodded slightly in agreement, but her gaze was also focused on something else.

'So that's a parent's concern.'

The sight of the Duchess of Arsein genuinely worrying about Yuria yet ultimately trusting Theodore's abilities and allowing what Yuria wanted seemed strange to Reina.

"Theodore, I'll trust you to protect my daughter well. If you betray this trust, I won't forgive you, Chosen One or not, remember that."

"That will never happen. Lady Yuria will not be harmed. And not just injury, but any other harm as well. If Lady Yuria suffers any harm due to the Britannia Empire's schemes, I will personally drag down even the Emperor of the Britannia Empire."

He didn't hesitate to say he would bring down a nation's emperor.
But given his abilities, position, and the current situation of the Britannia Empire, it was entirely possible.

"I'll believe in your determination, so please don't disappoint me."

Not as the Duchess of Arsein, but as Yuria's mother, she was saying she would trust her daughter's fiancé's promise to protect her.

'This is what real parents are like...'

Watching this scene, Reina felt like she was seeing something extraordinary.
Her own birth parents had never cared for her to this extent.

'But now I have a real family too... so things will be different, right?'

She now had parents, a brother, and a sister who cared for her like this.
This fact filled Reina with a fluttering sense of anticipation.
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The Artin Duchy.
This family, which had produced the Chosen One, was truly a glorious house that received the envy of all nobles.

Just yesterday, until Friday, that had been the case.

But now everything had changed.

"Did you hear?"

"Yeah. They say Tobias, the Grand Magician of the Sran Empire, publicly confirmed it at Minst Academy."

"Could it be true?"

"Many students witnessed it. And according to magicians, while the spell itself is difficult to use, it's easy to verify."

The news of the examination that took place at Minst Academy spread rapidly throughout the Britannia Empire, as if someone had deliberately intended it to.

"So Theodore Skyroad was actually Theodore Artin all along."

"Then who is the Chosen One now?"

People were filled with questions.
Until now, they had believed William Artin was the Chosen One.
Although doubts about him had grown, they hadn't surfaced publicly, partly due to pressure from the Britannia Imperial family, but mainly because there had been no alternative to William Artin.

But now an alternative had appeared in Theodore Artin, who possessed truly formidable powers of a completely different caliber than William.

"It must be Theodore Artin, right?"

"Yes. The abilities he demonstrated are said to be those of the Chosen One mentioned in the prophecy."

"Honestly, telekinesis seems rather underwhelming for the Chosen One's power, doesn't it? They've just been keeping it quiet."

Once an alternative appeared, everyone naturally began claiming that Theodore Artin must be the true Chosen One.
Especially since he had demonstrated such overwhelming abilities that no opposing opinions could emerge.

"But isn't he the heir to the Skyroad Duchy?"

"So what happens now?"

"Does this mean the Chosen One now belongs to the Arkan Empire?"

Those who had shown interest in the emergence of the true Chosen One, Theodore Artin, soon realized an important issue.
The Chosen One was affiliated with the Arkan Empire, not the Britannia Empire.

While Minst Academy students had recognized this problem from the beginning, most Britannia Empire citizens only became aware of it hours after first hearing the news.

"What does this mean?"

"Damn it! We lowered trade tariffs because we had the Chosen One!"

"What if they raise tariffs against us out of spite?"

The people of the Britannia Empire gradually began to feel anxious.
Having the Chosen One born into the Artin Duchy of the Britannia Empire had been their pride.
And they had reaped numerous national benefits because of it.

'We might have to give it all back!'

'Damn! What has the Artin Duchy done?'

'This is all the Artin Duchy's fault!'

Thus, public sentiment naturally and quickly turned to anger directed at the Artin Duchy.
Since it happened to be Saturday, a day off, this wave of anger spread rapidly.

"Ugh..."

"Hic, sob! Theodore..."

The Artin Duchy, the target of this anger, resembled a house in mourning.

Reina Artin, the daughter of the Artin Duchy, had left, unable to bear the stress of William's threats and her parents' neglect, which had made her fear for her life.
After Theodore Artin had vanished without a trace eleven years ago, now even Reina Artin had left the Artin Duchy.

'Sigh, where did it all go wrong?'

Duke Artin, Elliot, had a terrible headache.
He could hardly believe the reality of how he, the Duke of Artin, had ended up in such a predicament.

Until that day eleven years ago, everyone had praised and envied the Artin Duchy.

'Everything fell apart when Theodore left.'

Elliot momentarily had such a thought, but he knew it was incorrect.
Everything had started nineteen years ago, from the day they began discriminating between Theodore and William when they were just two years old.

'Sigh, to think Theodore was actually the Chosen One!'

And even if he hadn't been the Chosen One, he was still his own son.
Despite having done nothing wrong at just two years old, he and Ceres had shown remarkably little interest in him.

The reason was simply that they had been blinded by the excessive glory of being the parents of the Chosen One.
The father of the hero who would save the world from doom!
But that position, envied by all, had now become a symbol of grave sin.

"Theodore, ah! Reina, sob!"

Ceres, calling out Theodore and Reina's names, looked like a madwoman.
She too had been blinded by the glory of giving birth to the Chosen One, turning her back on Theodore and ignoring William's oppressive behavior.
Though she knew it was wrong, she had made no active effort to correct it.

And the price was that even Reina had left the Artin Duchy.

"Damn it!"

Just then, the door burst open, and William entered with a curse.
With bloodshot eyes, he looked like a true madman.

"Dad, Mom! What are you doing? Do you know what rumors are spreading right now?"

Yesterday he had been trembling, but today he barged in with a face full of rage.

"Sigh, what is it now?"

However, Elliot was dealing with him with a sense of fatigue.
The status of someone who wasn't even the Chosen One no longer mattered.
No, beyond that, because of his excessive misdeeds and the declaration that Theodore Artin was dead, Elliot had reached the point of being treated as a traitor to the Britannia Empire, leaving him in a state of resignation.

"Dad! No, tsk! Father! As the heir to the Artin Duchy, I'm telling you! Rumors are spreading that dare to challenge my position!"

"Your position? You mean as heir?"

"No! As the Chosen One! Voices are spreading that dare to doubt and slander me, the true Chosen One!"

William's words were those of a madman.
Elliot stared at him in disbelief, dumbfounded.

"If you're truly the Chosen One, couldn't you just demonstrate the powers of the Chosen One?"

"Grr!"

At those words, William briefly ground his teeth in silence.

"No... no... I am the Chosen One... I'm the real one!"

William seemed to have reached the point of refusing to accept reality.
The Artin Duchy was already being treated as an enemy not only by the Emperor of the Britannia Empire but by everyone above and below them.

'To think the Artin Duchy would end in my generation.'

The mere thought that the Artin Duchy would close its doors was devastating.
The Chosen One had endlessly elevated the family's status, but the fall was leading to complete destruction.

'If only Theodore would change his mind... I don't know...'

Elliot, however, felt completely drained.
As the Duke of Artin, he should have been striving to save the family, but even his son and daughter had turned away from him.

"Sigh."

Elliot sighed as he looked at Ceres, who was still sobbing despite William's arrival, and at William himself.

"William, could you go find Theodore and talk to him?"

"Ugh! That, that bastard?"

William's complexion visibly paled with fear.

'This fellow must have already known he was Theodore.'

Yet he hadn't told him the truth.
He must have feared that Elliot would bring Theodore back, appoint him as heir, and widely proclaim him as the true Chosen One.

William Artin had no interest in saving the world, but he considered the benefits of the Chosen One's position as rights he should naturally enjoy.

'This is all my karma.'

He regretted it.
He regretted everything.

Elliot now felt he could properly recognize his mistakes.
The wrongs he had been ignoring were... truly unimaginably base and terrible sins.

He had failed as a parent to both Theodore and Reina.

'To realize this only now.'

If he had realized this sooner, at least Reina might not have left.
Despite experiencing that incident eleven years ago, he hadn't properly learned from it, and only now did he seem to understand what had gone wrong.
Therefore, with belated emptiness and regret, Elliot smiled bitterly as he said to William:

"Go and tell them that Ceres and I are sincerely sorry. And William, tell them that your wrongdoings are my fault."

Elliot had decided to show his final consideration as a father to William.
However, his awakening had come too late.

"Why should I?"

"What?"

"Why should I apologize to that dangerous impostor who falsely claims to be the Chosen One?"

William was already too grotesquely broken to accept even this consideration.
He had already become a monster in the negative sense.
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*The one already chosen by William is not someone who will save the world, but merely someone who gives him absolute power.*

Eliot couldn't help but lament how William was ignoring reality even in this situation.
No, perhaps despair would be the more accurate term.

*Ah, I was wrong.*

Eliot realized that William had reached a point where he couldn't even make proper judgments on his own.
Looking at him now, unable to properly accept what was being spoon-fed to him, Eliot could see that only ruin awaited him.

*Reality has already changed...*

The world no longer considered William Artin to be the Chosen One.
They no longer thought of House Artin as the great family that produced the Chosen One.

William couldn't accept it, but regardless of what he thought, reality had changed.

William Artin was nothing but an impostor who falsely claimed to be the Chosen One.
House Artin was merely a despicable family that had earned the resentment of the real Chosen One by inflicting unimaginable persecution.

* * *

"Interesting."

Empress Nermina II of the Sran Empire smiled at the current situation.
The true Chosen One had been revealed as a definite individual.
And that person was not from the Britannia Empire, but from the Arkan Empire.

*Theodore Skyroad. Originally Theodore Artin, but after being adopted into House Skyroad, he changed his name to Theodore Skyroad.*

As her long platinum blonde hair fell slightly forward, Nermina II brushed it back and considered the flow of the current situation.
The current international political climate was not unfavorable to the Sran Empire.
The Chosen One that the Britannia Empire had claimed to possess was a fake.

*The Arkan Empire won't sit idle either.*

The Sran Empire still didn't have a Chosen One, but since they never had one to begin with, there was nothing to regret.
Rather, this was an excellent opportunity to pressure the Britannia Empire, which had been taking unfair advantages by putting forward a fake Chosen One, while strengthening close relations with the Arkan Empire.
No, it was the perfect opportunity.

"The Britannia Empire, those detestable creatures are about to receive a severe lesson."

The ministers of the Sran Empire responded to Nermina II's words.

"Indeed, Your Majesty."

"The time has finally come."

The Minister and Vice Minister of Foreign Affairs spoke simultaneously.
The Sran Empire, located in the cold north, was much less sensitive to formalities and ceremonies than either the Arkan Empire or the Britannia Empire.
In fact, the Arkan Empire had also been developing more pragmatically since the emergence of the current Emperor Philip I, but the Sran Empire was even more so.
That's why the Minister and Vice Minister could express their opinions simultaneously like this.
Moreover, they had been like limbs to Nermina II long before rising to their current positions, and were on such intimate terms that she addressed them casually.

"Well, what do you think, gentlemen?"

Nermina II asked with a gentle smile.
Her smile was aptly described as beautiful like a blooming flower, as she was counted among the most beautiful women in the Sran Empire. However, the Minister and Vice Minister understood the meaning hidden behind that smile and smiled in return.

"The Britannia Empire should be made to disgorge all the unfair advantages they've taken so far."

"And they should be made to pay more for the crime of deceiving and mocking the world all this time."

There wasn't a single person working in the Sran Empire's Foreign Ministry who had good feelings toward the Britannia Empire.
The Foreign Ministry was the government department that had most directly experienced the Britannia Empire's tyranny.
If anyone harbored good feelings toward the Britannia Empire, the Inspection Department would first investigate how much they had been paid by the Britannia Empire.

*Many things will change.*

Listening to the voices of the Minister and Vice Minister filled with resentment, Nermina II felt that many things would be different going forward.
From the moment the identity of the Chosen One was revealed, countless aspects of reality would change from what they had been before.

"Yes. The Britannia Empire, those bastards must be made to disgorge all the unfair advantages they've taken so far."

Now that it had been revealed that the Chosen One who would prevent the end of the world was in the Arkan Empire and not the Britannia Empire, nothing would stand in their way.
It was time for the Britannia Empire to pay for everything.

"We've already had good discussions with the Arkan Empire."

A cold smile appeared on Nermina II's face.
Devastatingly for the Britannia Empire, the Arkan Empire had proposed close cooperation with the Sran Empire.

["We have been hiding the truth out of concern for the emotional wounds suffered by the Chosen One, and have forcibly endured the Britannia Empire's unfair advantages. However, now that the Chosen One has been revealed, we no longer have any reason to make concessions."]
["And so?"]
["There's no need for lengthy discussion. Let the Sran Empire and our Arkan Empire cooperate."]

Recalling the content of her conversation with Philip I, Nermina II honestly admired the Arkan Empire's patience.
To possess the Chosen One and yet not reveal it?

They had deliberately concealed it out of consideration for the Chosen One's feelings and endured the unfair advantages taken by the Britannia Empire.
Of course, they probably intended to make them pay back double what they had endured when the time came.

*But this leads to one conclusion.*

It meant that the Arkan Empire and the Chosen One had a relationship of deep mutual consideration.
The Arkan Empire wasn't simply deferring to Theodore Skyroad as the Chosen One, but giving him proper treatment and trusting him, and Theodore in turn had pledged his loyalty to the Arkan Empire, as evidenced by his declaration of being an Arkan Empire citizen.

The Britannia Empire had lost someone they should never have let go.

"Your Majesty, what do you think about officially condemning and pressuring the Britannia Empire together with the Arkan Empire's Foreign Ministry?"

"You've already drafted it, haven't you, Minister?"

"Of course! I can show it to you right away if you wish!"

"Yes, bring it later. Minister, can I trust that it's thorough if you've done it?"

"Haha! Of course!"

The Foreign Minister laughed loudly, indicating that she should trust him.
The resentment for the humiliations suffered by the Sran Empire was by no means small.
During his five years as Minister, he had experienced it hundreds of times and kept recalling it, growing his resentment.

"Revenge is truly sweet. I'm already looking forward to it."

Nermina II also laughed at his sincere anticipation of revenge.

"Yes, revenge is sweet."

She too was eagerly awaiting that moment of revenge.

"Well then, let's finish making the Britannia Empire experience the changed reality for now..."

But the Sran Empire had another problem.
Not a diplomatic issue with the Britannia Empire, but an internal issue within the Sran Empire itself.

"We need to resolve our internal matters."

At those words, the Foreign Minister and Vice Minister stiffened as it wasn't their jurisdiction, and a knight wearing a sword who had been standing silently beside Nermina bowed his head.

"That incident from four days ago is the problem, Sir Sven."

"Yes, Your Majesty."

"How are those who were subdued at the scene?"

"...It's serious."

The expression of the knight called Sven darkened.

"They clearly remember who they are, and their own will remains intact, but their anger and aggression have grown unusually strong. It's as if something is forcibly amplifying their aggression and anger."

"...This doesn't look good."

Nermina II frowned, poking her forehead with her finger in concern.
She thought that this issue, which couldn't be immediately identified even with the Sran Empire's national capabilities, might become a huge threat.

"I hope this isn't related to the end of the world?"

"Y-Your Majesty! That's too ominous."

When Sven responded in alarm, Nermina II shook her head.

"No. We must assume the worst-case scenario for everything. And we must prepare. So, Foreign Ministry, since we're on the subject, contact the Arkan Empire and try to get in touch with Theodore Skyroad."

"You mean the Chosen One?"

Nermina II nodded at the Foreign Minister's question.

"Yes, do so immediately."

She would not overlook even the smallest element of anxiety.

"As the Empress of the Sran Empire, I cannot ignore anything that makes the Sran Empire uneasy, no matter how trivial it may seem."

* * *

The world where the true Chosen One had been revealed now flowed in a distinctly different pattern than before.

*This feels bad.*

Theodore sensed that something dangerous was approaching in this situation.
It wasn't just about the Britannia Empire.

It seemed that the incident from 11 years ago, which had threatened Duke Skyroad's life, was about to be repeated.
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"It's ready."

Theodore used his ki and magic to float numerous plates simultaneously, placing dishes filled with various foods onto the spacious dining table.

"Wow!"

Judith's eyes sparkled as she clasped her hands together.
The table was laden with home-cooked dishes: oven-roasted marinated pork, seasoned shrimp, stir-fried vegetables, and more.

All these dishes were personally prepared by Theodore.

Around the large table, members of House Arsein sat on one side while those from House Skyroad sat on the opposite side.

"It's been so long since I've had your cooking, brother~"

Judith smiled brightly with a nostalgic expression.

"Judy, dear. Please behave yourself when we have guests from House Arsein."

When the Duchess Skyroad told the energetic Judith to behave, the Duchess Arsein smiled and shook her head.

"It's quite alright, Duchess Skyroad. Your daughter's lively spirit is always a pleasure to see."

"Thank you for understanding."

Although the two duchesses maintained a certain level of friendship in their roles, this was the first time both families had gathered together for a meal.
This was because Rayna was also seated at the table as a member of House Skyroad.

*She looks awkward.*

Yuria gazed warmly at Rayna, who appeared uncomfortable yet happy to be present.
Currently, the Skyroad family consisted of four people seated at the table: the Duke and Duchess Skyroad, Judith, and Rayna. With Theodore joining, they would be five.
On the other hand, the Arsein family had four members: the Duke and Duchess Arsein, Yuria herself, and Lilia.

As this unprecedented scene unfolded—two of the Arkan Empire's Three Great Duchies sitting across from each other at a dining table in a dormitory for foreign students in the Britannia Empire—Yuria found her mind wandering.

*Should I learn to cook more seriously?*

Though Theodore always prepared meals for her, she had never done the same for him.
Her cooking skills were, to put it kindly, incomparable to Theodore's, and to be blunt, it would be more helpful if she simply stayed out of the kitchen rather than attempting to cook.
Because of this, she couldn't purely focus on enjoying the food.

"Wow~ Delicious! Brother's cooking is the best!"

"My goodness!"

Starting with Judith's exclamation, the Duchess Arsein, who had been sampling the food, let out a small gasp of admiration.
Duke Arsein nodded in satisfaction after tasting the food, seemingly confirming that the rumors were true.

"Sister, just a moment."

At that moment, Lilia subtly rose from her seat.
She did this because Theodore had taken his seat, and there was an empty spot directly across from him.
Lilia was clearly aiming to move to the seat facing Theodore.

However, her effort was in vain as Theodore was already looking at Yuria.

"Not hungry today?"

"Pardon?"

"You seem to be eating less than usual."

At Theodore's words, Yuria smiled awkwardly.

"It's not that. I was just wondering if I could ever make dishes like these."

Theodore immediately responded to Yuria's comment.

"That's an unnecessary worry. I already told you I'd take care of your meals."

"Still..."

"It's enough if you just enjoy the food I make."

Theodore said with a gentle smile.
The issue was that they weren't alone in this place.

"I see he understands well."

Duke Arsein nodded with a satisfied expression, and Duchess Arsein also smiled approvingly at Theodore's words.
Unlike her parents, Yuria felt too embarrassed to lift her head.

"Brother, you're taking good care of Sister Yuria, aren't you?"

Judith's eyes sparkled as she addressed Theodore.

"That's how it is."

"Hmm~ Hey, Rayna. Does brother always take such good care of Sister Yuria like this?"

Judith directed her question to Rayna this time.
Caught off guard by the sudden question, Rayna, who had been eating slowly with proper dining etiquette, nodded slightly while keeping her head down.

"Yes, he's always kind and attentive to her."

Such conversations at a gathering of both families were actually quite common among noble houses.
It was a way of affirming that the engagement was a good choice by appropriately praising both parties.

But for Yuria, who spent most of her time wielding a sword and was unprepared for such experiences, facing her family in this context felt somehow embarrassing.
However, this was something she would inevitably have to deal with as the eldest daughter of House Arsein.

"I'm delighted as a mother to see you taking such good care of our Yuria. Theodore, I entrust her to your care from now on as well."

Given that both families were seated together for a meal, Duchess Arsein addressed Theodore with proper courtesy.

"Yes."

The gathering concluded without issue, aside from Lilia occasionally puffing her cheeks in displeasure and Yuria feeling embarrassed.
After the meal ended, Theodore stood up first and said:

"Please excuse me for a moment. Young Lady Yuria, could we speak briefly?"

"Yes, of course."

Yuria accepted Theodore's proposal and rose from her seat.
She quickly followed Theodore, escaping the fond gazes of their parents.

* * *

After the two left, Duke Skyroad understood why Theodore had taken Yuria away.
He knew she still found this gathering uncomfortable and had taken her aside to give her a break.
As the fiancée at a meeting between both families, Yuria would normally be expected to remain present without a valid reason to leave.
However, if her fiancé Theodore called her away saying he needed to speak with her, she could leave without breaching etiquette.

*He's even considerate of such things.*

As always when thinking about his son, Duke Skyroad felt that Theodore gave too deeply once he cared for someone.
While this suggested he would be a devoted husband, which was good, Theodore wasn't just the heir to a family.

*If only that were the case...*

Looking at Theodore, Duke Skyroad often wondered what it would have been like if he were simply his son and the heir to House Skyroad, rather than The Chosen One.

But as The Chosen One with the duty to protect the world, he couldn't be entirely devoted to those he loved. That's why he clearly tried to be as dedicated as possible whenever he had the chance.

* * *

"Haah~"

Yuria let out a sigh of relief once they were outside.
She understood that at a gathering of both families, especially with all members of ducal houses present, she couldn't act carelessly.
She also recognized her duty as the eldest daughter of House Arsein.

*But it's difficult when I'm not used to it.*

For Yuria, who had devoted herself more to swordsmanship, having their relationship gradually revealed to both sets of parents was still embarrassing.
Of course, this too would likely become familiar with time.

"You did well."

Instead of questioning her deeply, Theodore conveyed his meaning simply with a smile and a few words.

"Yes, thank you for being considerate."

Yuria responded with a slight smile.
If he had spoken at length, she would have only felt more embarrassed, so she was grateful that he kept it brief.

"Your parents will return this evening, so you should focus on your preparations for now."

"Yes, that's right. I should focus on preparing."

The Britannia Empire had not canceled the tournament they had planned to hold.
Although the original purpose had failed, canceling an event already announced would cause significant backlash internally.
From the imperial family's perspective, this tournament needed to conclude smoothly to avoid criticism.

"I'll help you consistently until the competition. So don't worry about anything else, just focus on winning."

"Yes, thank you."

Yuria thanked him again, but something was still bothering her.
Reading her expression, Theodore asked:

"Something on your mind?"

"...Yes. I feel like I'm only receiving from you, Theodore. I wish I could be of help somehow—mmph!"

Yuria couldn't finish her sentence.
Theodore suddenly pulled her close and silenced her lips with his own.
However, it seemed he didn't intend a deep kiss involving tongues, as he pulled away after a light kiss and said:

"Don't say such things. You give me more than you realize."

Ch.76 - {A Restless Weekend} 2
# A Not-So-Quiet Weekend

Theodore's sudden kiss and words made Yuria feel her heart begin to race wildly. The heat rising to her head made it difficult to think properly. More than his words, the kiss was what occupied her mind first.

"S-suddenly doing that... you surprised me."

Yuria voiced a brief protest, but Theodore maintained a relaxed smile.

"And... if you're going to do it... do it properly."

At Yuria's continued words, Theodore nodded. Instead of answering verbally, he slowly placed his hand on her shoulder and began bringing his face closer to hers.

*Thump-*

Yuria closed her eyes, feeling her heart beating abnormally fast, and once again Theodore's lips met hers.

Their lips connected in a passionate kiss, completely different from the gentle one before. Unlike earlier when their lips had merely touched, now they were actively using their tongues.

"Mmm..."

Theodore's tongue entered Yuria's mouth, licking her teeth and the roof of her mouth before becoming entangled with her tongue. At some point, Yuria realized she was in Theodore's embrace, but she focused on the kiss again. With him holding her head and kissing her intensely, Yuria could feel their breaths mingling.

"Haah..."

After the passionate kiss where their saliva mixed, a hot breath naturally escaped from Yuria's lips when they separated. She was excited from the intense kissing, but also released her breath all at once after holding it during the kiss.

"Holding you feels so good."

Yuria felt Theodore pulling her closer.

"You have no idea how much joy it gives me to hold you like this."

"I think I do?"

Yuria didn't back down and embraced him in return.

"Theodore, you're the one who probably doesn't understand how I feel right now."

After this exchange, Theodore's hand gently stroked Yuria's hair.

"Either way, you need to take responsibility for making me like this."

"I need to take responsibility?"

"Yes. Because of you, I'm now in a state where I can't help but care for you."

Yuria smiled slightly at Theodore's words.

"That's good news. Hehe, I never thought I'd hear you speak so honestly."

"Neither did I."

It was a strange feeling. Before coming to Minst Academy, Yuria never imagined she would be playfully conversing with Theodore like this, embracing each other and confirming their affection.

*If Ashley saw this... she'd probably react like Judith?*

If Judith saw them now, she would show interest and ask for details about their love story. Her best friend Ashley's reaction would probably be no less enthusiastic than Judith's. Though it was hard for her to understand, most women from Judith's age to her own were particularly interested in love stories between men and women.

"Today is Saturday, and after our families leave later, we'll be alone again."

"Yes, that's right."

"When that happens, things might get noisy."

Theodore said while gently stroking Yuria's back. Yuria quickly understood what he meant.

"I suppose so."

Now that he had been revealed as the true Chosen One, many people would try to approach his quarters at Minst Academy.

"So I'm going to set up a barrier that will prevent anyone from passing through without my permission."

"...I didn't know that was possible."

Yuria found herself not particularly surprised by Theodore's demonstration of yet another amazing ability. She realized that even if he showed more surprising abilities, she would probably just think, "That's to be expected of him," and accept it.

"Yes. But tomorrow I need to go somewhere briefly."

"Go somewhere?"

Yuria was puzzled by Theodore's mention of going somewhere.

"I need to visit the Sran Empire. Anyway... it shouldn't take long, just Sunday should be enough."

"What are you going there for?"

"I'll explain that separately later."

After saying that, Theodore released Yuria slightly and placed his hand on her cheek. Looking at Theodore's face as he smiled at her, Yuria recalled the thought she always had when seeing his face.

*He's annoyingly handsome.*

But now she would have to put aside such thoughts. The annoying genius no longer acted that way toward her.

"You're beautiful."

"What?"

"I said your face is beautiful."

Yuria felt strange when Theodore suddenly made such a direct compliment. But it wasn't an unpleasant feeling.

"So you think my face is beautiful too, Theodore?"

"I just said so, didn't I? Your face is beautiful."

It was a somewhat childish conversation. If it had been her from not long ago, she would have wondered why they were engaging in such meaningless exchanges.

*How strange.*

As she was known as the Most Beautiful Woman in the Arkan Empire, Yuria was well aware that her appearance was extraordinarily beautiful. Rather, she disliked being evaluated solely on her looks or having her hard-earned abilities undervalued, which was why she had come to study abroad at Minst Academy in the Britannia Empire—to prove her efforts and the results of those efforts.

*It's just something I've heard often... but it feels different when Theodore says it.*

* * *

*How strange.*

Theodore thought as he touched Yuria's cheek. The soft feel of her cheek under his hand had a certain plumpness to it, perhaps because she hadn't completely lost her baby fat yet. But this softness would soon disappear.

*Still, her beauty will remain unchanged.*

Up close, Yuria's beauty was perfection itself, both subjectively and objectively. From her features to her flawless skin, it was as if all the beauty in the world had been concentrated into one form. It was natural that everyone who saw her would desire her.

But for Theodore, this beauty was secondary.

She had approached him first and broken through the walls around his heart, so now he viewed her beautiful face with love, whereas before he could look at it with a cold gaze.

"You seem to have changed me in a strange way."

"In what way?"

When Yuria asked with an expectant expression, Theodore had to suppress the impulse that rose within him. All sorts of thoughts about her were surfacing, starting with the desire to explore everything about her right away.

"Just having you by my side is gift enough. Does that explain it?"

"Hehe, I see. Then can you tell me how you felt about my confession?"

What Yuria meant was that she wanted to hear his response to her confession directly, in a different way than before.

*She wants me to phrase it differently.*

If that was the case, he could answer like this:

"You really make it impossible for me to control myself."

The fact that his heart was so focused on just one woman was the result of an unexpected miscalculation. However, Theodore had no desire to reverse this miscalculation. He had already reached the point of no return.

"And I can't escape from you, and I want to make it so you can't escape from me. You made me this way."

"Then I've succeeded."

Yuria smiled with satisfaction. Looking at her docile blue eyes and enchanting light pink lips forming a smile, Theodore thought that it would be difficult to maintain his composed and confident appearance in front of her anymore.

"Yes, you have."

Theodore affirmed Yuria's words, and then she leaned into him and asked in a somewhat seductive voice:

"Can I... come to you later tonight?"

There was no way he could misunderstand what Yuria meant. After all the family members returned in the evening, her coming to visit on this Saturday night had an obvious implication.

*This weekend won't be quiet at all.*

And Theodore had no reason to refuse. Perhaps quiet weekends would disappear from his life from now on.

"I'll be waiting anytime."

* * *

"Sigh."

Lilia let out a small sigh.
Theodore and Yuria were together alone. And because she didn't want to be seen as a nuisance by Theodore, she wasn't directly observing them, but she could tell what was happening just from the sounds coming from afar.

*I don't want to go back.*

This evening, she would return home with her family. But Theodore and Yuria would remain here. And tonight... that would happen.

*If I had been born just a few years earlier... I would have had a chance too.*

Lilia cursed her age—being six years younger than Theodore and Yuria—even more than usual. But even in this situation, her determination remained unchanged.

*Even if I can only watch from the sidelines...*

She would remain steadfast.

Ch.77 - {I Love You}
# I Love You

"Theo, I'll take Judy and Reina ahead and wait for you."

"Yes, Father, Mother."

"Brother, you have to keep in touch often~"

"Hehe, I will. Judy, Reina. I'll contact you frequently, so if you ever have any troubles, just let me know."

"Yes, dear brother..."

The contrast was evident between Judith's energetic response and Reina's shy, demure posture. But both were sisters more precious to him than his own life.

"Yuria, if your fiancé fails to protect you properly, I'll bring you back immediately, so don't push yourself."

"...Mom."

Yuria responded with mixed feelings to the Duchess Arsein's concern. While she appreciated her mother's worry as a daughter, such overprotection wasn't what she wanted as someone walking the path of a warrior. As someone already prepared to overcome any danger that might come her way, it felt burdensome.

"Now, now, dear."

Duke Arsein tried to gently soothe the Duchess. However, the Duchess directed her gaze not at her husband but at Theodore.

"Please take care of my daughter. Don't disappoint me."

"I will protect her with my life."

The Duchess nodded at his vow to protect her daughter with his life.

"Then Theo, I'm counting on you."

"Yes."

This time, they didn't use a teleportation magic circle to return. By now, rumors that Theodore Skyroad was the true Chosen One had spread throughout the continent, and he no longer needed to hide his abilities.

Well, of course he would keep most of his abilities hidden, but revealing some wouldn't be a problem.

'I could just use magic, but...'

Using his abilities as the Chosen One was faster and more convenient. Thus, Theodore sent the people of House Skyroad and House Arsein back to their respective mansions.

"Everyone's gone now."

Yuria murmured, looking at the space where her family had disappeared.

"Yes, they've gone."

Theodore knew she was concerned about Lilia. He was also aware that Lilia had been giving him longing glances, unable to hide her disappointment.

But unfortunately for Lilia, he couldn't feel for her what he felt for Yuria. Not only was she still a 15-year-old girl, but his feelings for Yuria had developed only recently due to recent events. He wasn't confident he could ever feel the same for Lilia.

"Reina will brighten up soon too..."

The adoption of Reina Skyroad had surprisingly received little public attention. Normally, news of a princess from the Artin Duchy being adopted into the Skyroad family of the Arkan Empire would have been sensational. But in the face of rumors about Theodore Skyroad being Theodore Artin and the true Chosen One, her story had been completely overshadowed. In a way, this was fortunate. She could live comfortably without worrying about public attention.

"Yes, she certainly will."

Yuria nodded in agreement. She too wished for Reina to become more cheerful. As Theodore watched her, he realized they were alone again.

"Lady Yuria."

"Yes, Lord Theodore."

"Would you like me to help you train?"

"Yes!"

Yuria smiled brightly. Seeing her sincere, radiant smile, Theodore felt an impulse rising from within.

So he approached her, embraced her, and kissed her on the lips.

"Mmph, *smooch*"

Yuria looked surprised for a moment but closed her eyes and accepted the kiss.

'This is maddening.'

Holding Yuria in his arms and savoring her lips, Theodore felt as if he were intoxicated. How could he describe the sensation of her soft, supple body against his, and the sweetness of her lips?

'I've completely fallen for her, to the point of madness.'

It was a thought he had every time he held her, every time they kissed, but he couldn't stop thinking it. And after today's training... their relationship would progress further.

Theodore decided to loosen his restraint a bit. Since that day 11 years ago, he had drawn a line with people outside his family, but Yuria would soon become his family too. Therefore, he no longer needed to hold back.

With such self-justifying thoughts, Theodore's hand moved downward.

"Ah!"

Yuria's eyes widened in surprise during their kiss. Theodore's hand was now gripping her buttocks, covered by black leather hot pants, and the sensation was indescribable. However, she soon closed her eyes again. Only a few hours remained before their relationship would progress further. Though it was her first experience and she was slightly startled, she had decided to accept it.

"Mmph, *smooch*"

The passionate kiss, where their lips and tongues intertwined, finally ended. When Theodore pulled away, Yuria gave him a sidelong glance.

"You said we'd train... then suddenly kissed me. I was surprised."

"You suddenly looked so lovable that I couldn't help myself."

Yuria withdrew her sidelong glance and smiled at Theodore's words. The sight of a smile blooming on the face of the woman known as the greatest beauty in the Arkan Empire was enough to mesmerize any onlooker, and Theodore, who hadn't fully realized this before, could now feel its power due to his changed perspective.

"Is that also why Lord Theodore's hand went where it did?"

"That's right."

Theodore's hand left Yuria's buttocks. But he decided to show her something else now.

"Huh?"

Yuria made a dumbfounded sound, her expression showing she hadn't expected this at all. Theodore had knelt on one knee before her. Kneeling beside her, he pressed his lips against her thigh exposed beneath the black leather hot pants.

"Lord Theodore?"

"Lady Yuria, stay still."

Theodore said after kissing her thigh. At his words, Yuria nodded slightly but spoke with a hint of playfulness.

"I never thought Lord Theodore, who always exudes confidence and claims to be above the heavens, would kneel before me."

"Neither did I."

Before coming to Minst Academy, he truly couldn't have imagined it would come to this. But for Yuria, Theodore could kneel as much as needed.

Her life was already more precious to him than his own.

"You might think you've given me nothing, but your very presence has become the greatest gift to me."

At Theodore's words, Yuria nodded with a satisfied, happy expression.

"Yes, I understand. Given Lord Theodore's personality, kneeling like this means my feelings have been well conveyed."

"You've certainly broken down the fortress I had built."

"Yes! And after breaking down the fortress, I've captured your heart as my prisoner."

"With your personality, I thought you'd be embarrassed to say such things, but you're not?"

"Oh, come on! Lord Theodore! Don't tease me! Ugh! I was just trying to match your mood!"

"I'm sorry. Hehe."

At Yuria's protest, Theodore chuckled as he rose to his feet. Then he caressed both her cheeks with his hands.

"I'll do my best to help you win the tournament next Friday, and to make you strong enough not to get seriously injured."

"How would Lord Theodore feel if I were badly injured?"

"I won't let that happen in the first place. I will never see you severely injured."

There was no hesitation or doubt in Theodore's words. Yuria, pleased with his answer, smiled and wrapped her arms around his neck, embracing him first.

"I love you, Lord Theodore."

"I feel the same. It seems I've fallen quite severely in love with you."

"Then I should make you fall even more severely in love."

At Yuria's bold response, Theodore smiled slightly and said:

"Yes, I look forward to it."

Theodore no longer even gave a wry smile at the change in his heart, at how this woman—whom he had recently intended to protect merely out of duty—now seemed so lovable to him. Having given his heart so deeply, he had reached a point of no return.

'For your sake too, I must protect this world.'

And he would do his best to help her achieve her dreams and become stronger. After all, he had already received the greatest treasure from Yuria Arsein—herself.

Ch.78 - {First Day}
{First Night}

"Hah... hah..."

Yuria stood with difficulty, breathing heavily.
Her entire body was soaked with sweat as if she had bathed in it, revealing how strenuous today's training had been.

"Good work."

Though it was just a simple training session after dinner, the two-hour session that lasted until 10 PM was quite intense, yet she completed it without complaint.
Theodore thought that even her sweat-drenched appearance, evidence of her effort and passion, was beautiful.

Her mysterious silver hair, which looked like it had been spun from the finest melted silver, appeared artistic even when dampened by sweat.

"May I... take a short break?"

"Sure, have some water first."

"Thank you."

When Theodore handed her cool water, Yuria began drinking somewhat urgently.
She seemed very thirsty after sweating so much.
Theodore felt strange as he watched her drink.

*I never get tired of looking at her.*

Before coming here, he had thought that admiring her was a waste of time.
But now, just looking at her brought him joy.
It was amazing how differently he saw things now that he had fallen in love.

*But just looking isn't enough.*

However, he had no intention of merely being a spectator.
With that thought, Theodore moved behind Yuria, embraced her, and buried his face in her long silver hair.

"Eep! T-Theodore. R-right now is a bit..."

Yuria blushed and didn't know what to do.
Theodore knew she was holding back a scream and understood why she was reacting this way, but pretended not to know as he began to knead her chest.
Her breasts were so large they were difficult to hold in one hand, and he found their soft yet firm texture pleasant to touch.
He only wished the undergarments she wore beneath her T-shirt weren't in the way.

"Mmph!"

Yuria didn't resist his touch.
Though Theodore couldn't see her face directly, he knew her pale face had turned crimson.
With his face buried in her hair, he could vividly sense her body's scent, which had now become more stimulating than anything else and was incredibly sweet.

"It's about time, Lady Yuria."

When Theodore whispered close to Yuria's ear, he felt her body tremble.

"T-Theodore. I know that, but... couldn't we do it after I wash up?"

Yuria's voice had become slightly pitiful.
She was worried and embarrassed about the sweat smell coming from her sweat-soaked body.

"You want to wash up?"

However, Theodore pretended not to understand her feelings even though he did.
In truth, the sweat from her body—a swordswoman who had reached the level of skillfully using ki—still didn't smell bad.
But from Yuria's perspective, as a woman, it was unavoidably embarrassing to let her lover smell her sweat.

"Ugh, you've developed a strange habit."

"Perhaps I have."

Yuria protested against Theodore's teasing words, but he simply agreed with her as he gently gathered her long silver hair to the side and kissed her exposed, snow-white nape.
Then he breathed on it.

"Mmmmph!"

Yuria's body trembled again.
Theodore felt a surge of desire to explore every inch of her body and leave his mark all over her.
But there was something he needed to do first.

*She looks exhausted.*

Yuria's stamina was an issue, likely due to the difficult training she had just completed.
Having trained to the limits of her endurance, she seemed to have difficulty standing, and at this rate, she would need to lie down and rest for about 30 minutes.

*I could just let her rest, but...*

It seemed like he could put in a little extra effort now.
He could use his power or magic to help her recover, but there was an even better method.

"Lady Yuria, let me help your body recover first."

"Recovery? Wouldn't it be better to recover naturally rather than... receiving recovery magic?"

The problem of developing resistance from receiving too much recovery magic was well-known.
Of course, with Theodore's skill, such resistance wasn't an issue, and in reality, that resistance would only begin to develop after tens of thousands of repetitions—a minor concern.

"It's not recovery magic. Nor will it restore you instantly."

"Then what is it?"

"I'll explain once we get to the bed."

"What? Ah!"

Instead of giving Yuria a lengthy explanation, Theodore picked her up in a princess carry so she could experience it directly.
He carried her into his quarters and up to the bedroom located on the second floor.

"T-Theodore? Could it be...?"

Yuria seemed to have gotten that idea as soon as she saw the bed, but Theodore shook his head.

"No need to worry. We won't start right away. First, I need to help you recover."

"...Okay."

Yuria visibly relaxed.
This was because she trusted that Theodore wouldn't lie to her.
And indeed, Theodore's words were not a lie.

*I can't do this with you when you're exhausted.*

This was their first night together.
Starting their first experience when she was tired and struggling would be an insult to what would forever remain a precious memory.

"Lie face down on the bed for a moment."

"Like this?"

Yuria lay face down on the bed. However, her face had turned red, as if she had just realized she was lying on Theodore's bed.
But Theodore was captivated by the sight of Yuria lying face down on the bed.
Anyone would be breathless at the sight of her in a short-sleeved T-shirt and black leather hot pants, revealing her slender arms and legs, lying face down on the bed while drenched in sweat.

*She's quite provocative.*

Yuria's luscious bottom, wrapped in black leather hot pants, seemed to proudly display its curves. Moreover, the snow-white thighs and slender legs revealed below were truly artistic in their lines.
However, not forgetting that he needed to help her recover first, Theodore moved toward her feet to keep his promise to her.

Though she had taken off her shoes, she still had her socks on.
Theodore removed the socks covering her feet, exposing her bare feet.

"Relax your body."

Saying that, Theodore began pressing her feet with his hands.

"It's a massage?"

"Something similar. But it will be different."

Theodore said this as he pressed her feet with his hands while slowly infusing his ki into her.
As he infused his ki with healing power and pressed her feet, Yuria began to feel her body becoming languid.
Theodore's hands, which had been pressing her feet, gradually moved up to her legs.

"Mmm, mmmm."

Involuntary moans escaped from Yuria's lips as she lay there.
As her body became languid and she felt her fatigue gradually dissipating, reflexive moans came from her mouth.
Theodore had now moved past her calves and knees and was pressing her thighs.

"Feeling better?"

"Yes... I am."

Yuria could feel Theodore's hands moving past her thighs to press the flesh beneath her buttocks, but she tried not to mind as she felt her body becoming increasingly refreshed.
Though it was laborious for Theodore as well, he didn't consider it wasted effort since he would be adequately rewarded.

"There, done."

Theodore removed his hands after just 10 minutes.
But in those 10 minutes, Yuria felt her body become surprisingly refreshed.
It wasn't just a simple massage.
The healing energy that had spread throughout her body had stimulated her own recovery abilities, quickly restoring her stamina.

"I didn't know this was possible."

Yuria asked with a genuinely surprised expression as she rose from the bed.

"It is possible, but I have no intention of doing this for anyone but you. Actually, this is the first time I've tried it myself."

"I'm so glad."

"About what?"

"If you had done this for other women, I might have been really angry."

Yuria said with a smile, mixing joke and sincerity.
However, to Theodore, she looked so lovable that the sight stimulated him.

"Mmph!"

Theodore embraced Yuria and kissed her lips again, causing her body to fall back onto the bed.

And on this night, Theodore and Yuria spent their first night together.

Ch.79 - {Adult Content - Their First Night}
{18+ Chapter - Their First Night}

"Mmph!"

Theodor embraced Yuria and kissed her lips again, causing her body to fall back onto the bed.

In that moment, Theodor and Yuria simultaneously had the same thought.

'It's beginning.'

'It's starting.'

Theodor sucked and explored Yuria's lips with an intensity incomparable to his usual manner.

"Mmph, hmph!"

While Yuria responded eagerly to the kiss by extending her tongue, she also tapped Theodor's back with her hands, trying to signal that she had something to say.
But Theodor deliberately ignored her gesture and began kneading her breasts.

"Mmph, hmph!"

A heated passion gradually filled Yuria's eyes. However, she was still anxious about her sweat odor and was thinking about washing up first, but Theodor was too impatient to wait any longer.

- It's fine. I'll just use magic to make you clean.

After they finished, he would be fine with bathing together with her.
But right now, he thought it would be a waste of time for her to wash up.
So after explaining with message magic, he manipulated his mana to instantly remove the sweat from all over Yuria's body, making her as clean as if she had just bathed. Then he began to massage her most intimate area through her black leather hot pants.

"Hah!"

Yuria's pupils dilated with shock.
Yet her increasingly aroused body was already dampening the panties beneath her black leather hot pants.
Theodor was not one to miss such details.

After ending the kiss, he immediately undid Yuria's belt. Then he grabbed her pants to remove them.

'Now...'

Theodor and Yuria simultaneously felt that the real beginning was now, and their eyes met each other's gaze.

"Princess Yuria, lift your hips."

"...Yes."

As Yuria slightly raised her hips on the bed, Theodor's hands pulled her pants downward.
This revealed her soaked underwear beneath, and Yuria felt embarrassed showing her wet panties.
Theodor deliberately chose not to mention how wet her panties were.
He simply pulled them off without a word.

"Ah."

Yuria let out a gasp as she felt her lower body completely exposed.
It was the first time since childhood that anyone besides her parents had seen her lower body so completely.

"Beautiful."

Theodor gazed at Yuria's most intimate place and called it beautiful.
In a moment where accumulated desire threatened to explode, Theodor calmed his trembling body.
If he were to forget everything and pounce on her now, it would not be considerate of her.
At the very least, he needed to make this first time a moment they would both remember for the rest of their lives.

This was not merely about satisfying desire, but a ritual to engrave their love into their bodies.

"Hoo~"

Theodor brought his face close to Yuria's most intimate area.
His index finger spread open her secret place, revealing its inside before him.

The most private place of the Arkan Empire's greatest beauty was exposed before him.

"Hngh..."

Yuria twisted her body and let out a small moan as she felt Theodor's breath against her intimate area.
Then Theodor slowly extended his tongue toward the small protrusion revealed as her pure place was spread open.
Already soaking wet, her bud was moist, and his tongue made contact with it.

"Hnnngh?!"

Yuria's waist arched like a bow.
Her immediate reaction was further evidenced by the honey flowing from her intimate place.

Slurp!

Theodor placed his mouth directly on the source of the flowing honey and began licking and sucking with his tongue and lips.

"Hngh, hnngh! L-Lord Theodor...! Hah!"

Yuria closed her eyes and covered her mouth with her hand to suppress her moans.
Though embarrassed by what was happening at her most intimate place, she also felt her body growing increasingly hot.

The pleasure and joy of having her most sexual place being sucked by Theodor touched her very soul, making her burn even hotter.
Her dazzling silver hair became disheveled as she shook her head wildly from side to side, and soon her waist arched like a bow.

"Hnnnngh?!"

Though the sound that escaped was somewhat strange due to her hand covering her mouth, neither of them was in a state to care about that now.
Theodor had gently bitten her bud, and she had reacted so intensely to the stimulation received while other areas were being caressed.

"Very good."

"Hngh, m-me too..."

Theodor was extremely pleased with Yuria's reactions.
And Yuria felt that this act he was performing was becoming quite pleasurable.

"Then Princess Yuria, I'll proceed now."

"Yes..."

Yuria nodded, understanding what Theodor meant.
And when Theodor moved to remove his top first, Yuria stopped him.

"Wait. Let me... undress you."

Her pants were already placed beside the bed.
Since he had undressed her, now she wanted to undress him as well.

"Alright, go ahead."

As soon as Theodor nodded in permission, Yuria raised her upper body and quickly removed her white short-sleeved t-shirt, then took off her underwear beneath, swiftly becoming completely naked.
Though not without embarrassment, her boldness in becoming naked seemed driven more by excitement than shame.
While Theodor gazed at the dazzling beauty of Yuria's naked form, she approached him and helped remove his clothes.

Yuria swallowed hard each time Theodor's well-trained naked body was revealed, her face becoming tense again, and thus the two were able to see each other's naked bodies for the first time in their lives.

"Beautiful."

Theodor spoke in a gentle tone to the naked Yuria standing before him.
He saw her mysterious silver hair flowing down to her waist, her snow-white skin, her exceptionally developed breasts and the curves of her buttocks, all places that should be slim were slim, and her slender, healthy body toned through martial arts training.
Additionally, with the harmony of her narrow waist and slender legs, he could only praise the talent of the creator who made such a beautiful being.

"Lord Theodor's trained body is also very pleasing to look at."

Yuria responded without backing down.
Thus, the two smiled at each other before embracing again and beginning to share passionate kisses.

Chu-rup chu-up!

After a moment of intense mingling of lips and tongues, Yuria was laid back on the bed again.
Then Theodor grabbed her legs and spread them apart to insert his penis into Yuria.
The sight of Yuria naked with her legs spread, lying on the bed, her breasts too full to be held in one hand bouncing up and down with each hot breath, was even more stimulating.

Theodor's member finally touched Yuria's entrance, and after wetting his thing with the abundant fluids around her entrance, he prepared to enter that still pure place.
At the moment of insertion that had finally arrived, Yuria closed her eyes.
She closed her eyes and concentrated to remember every sensation of being penetrated.

"Hngh! Ahk!"

A slight sound of pain escaped Yuria's lips as she felt Theodor's member gradually entering her.
Then suddenly, Theodor pushed in forcefully.

"Aahk!"

Yuria's waist arched like a bow and she trembled with shock as his penis pushed all the way in with a single thrust.
Feeling his member filling her completely, Yuria unconsciously threw herself into Theodor's arms.
And Theodor embraced her in return.
The feeling of embracing her was indeed the best.

"It hurts a little... but I can bear it."

This was the first impression of Yuria, who was no longer a virgin.

"Though it's obvious with you, I'm relieved to hear you can bear it."

Theodor embraced Yuria and gently stroked her back.
Though he wanted to begin vigorous thrusting immediately, he was being considerate by giving Yuria time to adjust.
But unlike ordinary women, Yuria was a martial artist who had mastered the control of qi, so this level of pain was not particularly significant. Additionally, her natural recovery ability was quickly improving her physical condition.
Naturally, the pain was subsiding at a rate incomparable to other women.

"Lord Theodor, hah! I'm ready."

"Good. I'll start moving now."

Theodor prepared to move at Yuria's words.
Her inner flesh was tightly gripping his member as if refusing to let go.
Feeling his penis being intensely stimulated by this, Theodor was reaching his limit of restraint.

Now the real movement was about to begin.
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*He's... losing control...*

When Theodore pulled his hips back, Yuria opened her eyes and looked at his face again. Seeing his usually composed, handsome face slightly disheveled with excitement gave her pleasure, knowing that he was this aroused by her body.

But this thought was instantly pushed far away.

"Ahhhh?!"

When Theodore, who had pulled back his hips, thrust forward powerfully again, her full breasts bounced vigorously as unimaginable pleasure overwhelmed her.

*She's incredible.*

Observing Yuria's reaction, Theodore realized she was naturally sensitive to physical pleasure.
Moreover, her inner walls, which gave immense pleasure to the man inside her, gripped him tightly as if refusing to let go—it seemed to reflect her personality perfectly.

Gradually, Theodore increased the speed of his movements.

"Hah! D-Duke's Son Theodore! Hnng, ahhh?!"

As Theodore's movements became more intense, Yuria's body shook violently.

"Haaah?! Haak...!"

Feeling so good, Yuria let out intense moans and began moving her hips to match Theodore's rhythm.
The sound of their flesh meeting filled the room as Theodore's movements grew more powerful.

Theodore and Yuria were the heir of House Skyroad and the eldest daughter of House Arsein, respectively.
As such, both had naturally received mandatory sex education.
After all, for nobles, producing heirs was a crucial matter, making sex education essential.

But the pleasure they were experiencing now seemed to be on an entirely different level from what they had learned in that education.

"Hnng, hnnk! Haaah!"

The intense back-and-forth motion continued.
With heat burning in their eyes, they savored the pleasure.
Then, Yuria felt an intense climax along with something filling her inside.

"Hnnnggg!"

Theodore had ejaculated inside her.
Feeling his seed filling her inside, Yuria climaxed and then quietly felt Theodore's body heat as they embraced each other.

For a moment, they said nothing, just feeling each other's presence through their breathing.
Feeling each other's existence, warmth, and love while pressed together, they soon began kissing passionately while still connected.

Slurp, slurp, slurp~!

Their lips explored each other fiercely.
Their tongues intertwined intensely.

After kissing for a long while, they separated as Theodore raised his body.

"Ah..."

Yuria could feel Theodore's semen flowing from her intimate place, confirming that he had ejaculated inside her.
The red bloodstains wetting the bed were visual evidence that her virginity had disappeared today.

"Young Lady Yuria, let's try a different position."

However, Theodore and Yuria were not yet satisfied.
Being not ordinary people but extraordinary individuals—Theodore belonging to the absolute strongest and Yuria, a martial artist who could contain qi, making her somewhat superhuman—they still had plenty of energy left.

"Different?"

"Yes, first lie on your stomach."

"Alright."

Yuria complied without objection.
Then she felt Theodore's hands grabbing her buttocks and lifting them up.

From behind, Theodore could see Yuria's buttocks fully exposed.
Naturally, the opening between her buttocks was revealed, but Theodore aimed his penis at Yuria's entrance again.

"Hnng, hnnk!"

Yuria moaned as she felt him entering her while she was on her stomach with her buttocks raised.
Due to this position, her dazzling silver hair cascaded down in disarray, creating visual stimulation, and Theodore gripped her buttocks rather than her waist.
The soft touch that seemed like it would never grow tiresome was felt in his hands.

"Hah, haak! Hnggg!"

And with the change in position, Yuria began to let out hot moans again as the back-and-forth motion resumed.
With her face buried in the bed, Yuria couldn't gather her thoughts due to the intense pleasure.

*It feels too good!*

Yuria wasn't without embarrassment about this position.
But such thoughts were completely gone now, as her mind was so overwhelmed by the shock of pleasure that no other thoughts remained.

*She drives people crazy.*

The sensuality emanating from Yuria now would probably be powerful enough to blow away the reason of anyone watching.
Feeling this power, Theodore continued his intense back-and-forth motion while firmly gripping Yuria's buttocks.
He gripped the perfectly beautiful woman's buttocks, which were even more elastic due to her martial arts training, and continued his movements.

"Haak, hah!"

Yuria could only move her hips and buttocks, moaning and panting in pleasure.
Then, when Theodore ejaculated inside her again, she felt her climax and trembled.

"Aah..."

When Theodore withdrew himself, her body, drenched in sweat, collapsed onto the bed for a moment.

"Haa...haa..."

The sight of her full breasts pressed against the bed with her buttocks raised, and semen flowing from her intimate place, came into view simultaneously.
Though Theodore had no experience with women other than Yuria, he could be certain from his knowledge alone that Yuria's body was an extraordinary vessel beyond imagination.
If he lost focus for even a moment, he would be lost in her body with no way out.
Just as Yuria Arsein had overcome the barricade he thought was firmly in place and captured his heart...

"Duke's Son Theodore, please...haa, lie down for a moment."

At that time, Yuria, having regulated her breathing, asked Theodore to lie on the bed.

"Sure, alright."

Guessing why she made such a request, Theodore lay down beside Yuria.
Then, Yuria, still breathing heavily, lifted her head, slightly tidied her disheveled silver hair, and climbed on top of Theodore's body.
He felt the soft touch of Yuria's feminine body, and seeing his manhood responding, Yuria smiled.

"Duke's Son Theodore, this time I'll do it for you."

Saying that, she inserted Theodore's member into her secret place, from which semen was still flowing, and mounted him.

"Hnng!"

Yuria trembled as she felt him filling her inside again.
She was not only an incredible vessel but also had a constitution that allowed her to feel pleasure intensely.
With Yuria on top of him in this position, Theodore grabbed her buttocks with one hand and gently caressed her thigh with the other.

"Haa."

Yuria's long hair cascaded down, touching Theodore's face.
The beautiful face of the Most Beautiful Woman in the Arkan Empire was exhaling hot breaths right in front of him.
Yuria, for her part, felt dreamy seeing Theodore's sculptured, handsome face from such a close distance.

"I'll...start now."

In that dreamy state, Yuria began moving her hips on her own.
Starting slowly and gradually increasing her speed, Yuria soon began moving fast enough that her breasts were visibly bouncing vigorously.

"Hnn, ann, aang, haang! It's good...hah!"

Theodore, appreciating the sight of Yuria actively moving her hips on top of him, felt his desire for her growing even more.
It simply wouldn't cool down.
His desire for Yuria Arsein was growing more and more at this moment, and Theodore realized he was falling deeper for this woman named Yuria.

*Ugh, this position is good too!*

Yuria, for her part, felt like she was going crazy.
She had decided to try this after Theodore had moved his hips above her, but the pleasure was making it impossible to think straight.
Before she knew it, her face was so consumed by pleasure that she wasn't even aware she was drooling.

At that moment, her body momentarily froze.

"Hnggg?!"

Theodore's finger, which had been gripping her buttocks, poked her anus, and Yuria, who was about to reach climax, came instantly from the pleasure felt in both holes.
Meanwhile, Theodore felt Yuria's inner walls tightening even more around his member when he poked her anus.

"Haa..."

Yuria collapsed onto Theodore's body, and he immediately embraced her tightly and kissed her.

"Hmm, mmph!"

While licking and cleaning the saliva that had flowed around her lips with his tongue, he actively kissed her and kneaded her buttocks vigorously.
The night was still young.

So, he could have more varied enjoyable times with her.
Yuria's blue eyes, thinking the same thing, were filled with hot passion, excited by the sex.

Even after the kiss ended, the couple continued making love until the sun rose the next morning.
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'I ended up not sleeping at night after all.'

After spending such an intense time on their first night that he couldn't hold back, Theodore had to shower with Yuria, who also hadn't slept, then lay her on the bed and spend about 30 minutes channeling healing qi throughout her body to stimulate recovery and relieve her fatigue.

While he could easily recover from lack of sleep, she could not.

It wasn't that she didn't sleep at all.
Yuria briefly fell asleep during the 30 minutes of Theodore's treatment.
Now she would get a short 30-minute nap, and when she woke up, it would feel as if she had slept for over 7 hours.

"Mmm."

Looking down with a smile at Yuria deeply asleep on the bed, Theodore thought.

'I wish the dangers of this world would disappear soon.'

As a Chosen One, after preventing the end of this world, it would become peaceful without any threats.
Then he would simply live as the heir to the Skyroad Duchy, eventually inherit the family name, and afterward take Yuria as his duchess to be with her.

'And I should marry my heir to a child of the Skyroad Duchy.'

This was a promise he had made to himself.
Although he was the heir to the Skyroad Duchy, he hadn't inherited their actual bloodline.
And his wife Yuria, as the eldest daughter of the Arcein Duchy, might have some distant Skyroad blood if one traced far back enough, but it was negligible.

'At the very least, my heir should marry someone with close Skyroad blood.'

The Duke and Duchess of Skyroad didn't care about such matters.
But it was something that always weighed on Theodore's mind, and he felt he needed to address it this way.

It could be called a political marriage, but that was something one had to accept when becoming the heir to a noble family.
If one couldn't accept this, they simply wouldn't be given the position of heir.
It would mean wanting rights without responsibilities and obligations.

So Theodore planned that if, in the distant future, he had a child, he would explain this obligation and give them the choice of whether to become the heir or not.

'But all these plans are for after everything is over.'

Yet even these thoughts depended on him successfully preventing the future calamities.

'I have no intention of failing.'

He recalled his childhood when he had vowed to become the most brilliantly shining person.
And he had obtained power befitting a Chosen One, and had brought down the Artin Duchy that had given him a miserable past, though somewhat differently than planned.

And today, Sunday, as he had told Yuria yesterday, he had business to attend to in the Sran Empire.

'I won't be able to have lunch with her.'

It had become so natural for him to prepare breakfast, lunch, and dinner to share with her.
But today, regrettably, he had to give up having lunch with her.
It was that important.

With these thoughts, Theodore slowly prepared breakfast for himself and Yuria.

* * *

"Mmm."

Yuria opened her eyes and sat up.
Covering her mouth as she yawned, she felt that the fatigue in her body had completely vanished.

'Young Master Theodore is already up and preparing.'

Yuria still couldn't quite believe she had spent the entire night with him.
But the traces left around the room and her naked state were evidence of it.

'I should get dressed first.'

Fortunately, her body was clean from bathing before she fell asleep, and the bed had been replaced with a fresh one, so it was clean.
Actually, they could have just cleaned the bed, but they replaced it instead, reluctant to erase the traces of their first night together by simply cleaning it.

She first put on the underwear she had taken off yesterday, then donned her now-signature white t-shirt and black leather hot pants, secured her belt, and picked up her carefully placed sword.

"Ah..."

After dressing, she let out a slightly sensual moan and shivered a little.
It felt as if the marks he had left on her body were deeply engraved.

But Yuria took a breath to deliberately calm her excitement, and recalled what Theodore would be doing today.

'Young Master Theodore said he had business in the Sran Empire today, right?'

It was probably related to his duties as a Chosen One.
Yuria hoped that if he ended up fighting, she could help him.
But she wasn't sure if she would be of any help in her current state.

'I need to become stronger too.'

Yuria's dream was to become a renowned warrior on the continent.
Part of her reason for pursuing this dream was her own desire to become strong.
But another reason was that as a strong warrior, she could protect her family with her own power when they were in danger.
And Theodore Skyroad was the man who would become her husband, so naturally he would be family.
Even though he was stronger, she at least wanted to be of help to him.

"Young Master Theodore."

Yuria went downstairs and called out to Theodore, who had set breakfast on the table.

"Good morning, Yuria."

"Yes, good morning."

Exchanging greetings with a smile, she looked at the breakfast Theodore had prepared and thought.

'It looks good today too.'

Breakfast consisted of sausages, soft toast with jam, tomatoes, potatoes, and an egg omelet.

"How are you feeling?"

"Very good."

As Yuria smiled brightly, she saw Theodore approaching.
Just his approach made her face flush and her heart race.
His strikingly handsome face came into view, making her feel slightly dazed.

'Ah.'

Because of yesterday's events, Yuria felt herself falling even deeper for him.
Perhaps because they had now shared physical intimacy, her feelings of love seemed to have intensified.
And as his arms embraced her and his lips met hers, Yuria gently closed her eyes and shared a light morning kiss.

"I'm glad you're feeling better."

Theodore's hand lightly patted Yuria's bottom.
It was a form of skinship he wouldn't have done before in normal circumstances, but Yuria now felt comfortable with it.

"Hehe, Young Master Theodore. You seem to really like my chest and bottom?"

Yuria playfully pressed herself against Theodore's body, deliberately pushing her ample breasts against him.
But her intention didn't succeed.

"I like every part of your body. Because I like you as a whole."

Theodore said with his handsome face showing no sign of embarrassment.
His tone was affectionate, but Yuria was slightly disappointed that he wasn't flustered at all.

"Young Master Theodore, I love you, but... I still find your composure a bit annoying."

"Haha, is that so? That can't be helped."

Theodore's hand gently caressed Yuria's cheek.

"Let's eat breakfast first. I have somewhere to go after breakfast."

"...Yes."

Yuria felt slightly self-deprecating about her own disappointment.
It was a feeling she couldn't have imagined before coming to Minst Academy.
But now she was no longer a virgin, having shared passionate love.
Moreover, she found herself disliking the very idea of being separated from him.

'I must endure. I can't be a woman who gets in his way.'

Yuria pushed aside these desires and sat down to have breakfast with Theodore.
It somewhat bothered her that Theodore kept admiring her as she ate, but Yuria thought she must be getting strange for having such thoughts.

'Ugh, why do I keep thinking like this?'

She imagined Theodore's hand caressing her thigh during the meal.
She pictured herself feeding him food from her mouth.

These were scenes from romance novels that Ashley had shown her before, but now they appeared in her mind with herself in the place of the female protagonist.
She couldn't understand why these contents, which she had casually dismissed at the time, were suddenly coming to mind.

"Lady Yuria, I'll be going now."

As Yuria finished her meal and emptied her plate, Theodore said while taking her empty plate.

"Are you leaving already?"

"Yes."

Theodore nodded.

"I have something to check."

Yuria immediately went to Theodore.
And without hesitation, she decided to do what she wanted to do now.
She gave him a light kiss on the lips.

"Haha, a farewell kiss?"

As their lips parted, Theodore asked with a seemingly satisfied smile.

"Yes. For now, I'm sending you off with a kiss for your safe return... but next time, I'll become strong enough to go with you."

Theodore smiled at Yuria's determination.

"Alright. I'll help you become stronger too."

"Yes!"

Yuria firmly recalled her reason for needing to become stronger.
She was determined to become strong enough to fight alongside him.
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"I'll be going now."

"Take care."

With Yuria's farewell, Theodore disappeared using spatial movement. As he vanished like someone using teleportation magic, Yuria looked at the spot where he had been standing and drew her sword.

"I'm going to become stronger."

For that, she needed to train first.

*First, I'll definitely win this tournament!*

Filled with motivation and passion to become stronger, Yuria immediately went out to the courtyard and began practicing with her sword. She needed to review the techniques Theodore had taught her and make them her own so she could use them more effectively in actual combat.

Swoosh—

In the courtyard, Yuria's sword moved at a speed invisible to the eye, slicing through the air with dazzling movements.

* * *

The castle that served as the imperial palace of the Sran Empire was named Winter Castle. This was because the imperial palace was situated on a high hill in the already cold northern region, and the large trees surrounding it were covered in snow. Though the palace itself—a massive castle that looked like something out of a fairy tale—had large magic formations carved into it that prevented snow from accumulating on the roof, the surrounding area remained covered in snow throughout all four seasons of the year. Hence the name Winter Castle.

Despite the fierce cold that blanketed the surrounding land in snow, the inside of the imperial palace—Winter Castle—was remarkably warm.

"Phew~"

"Damn, why did we have to be on guard duty today?"

"I know. It seems colder than usual."

However, the warmth was limited to the interior of the castle. The cold outside was unavoidable, and as befitting an imperial palace, knights were stationed at various points guarding the entrance gates.

Due to the cold, the knights were permitted to wear thick fur coats over their armor, which was uncharacteristic for knights, though this didn't completely block out the cold. It was fortunate that the northern knights had a tradition of prioritizing practicality, allowing for fur coats. If appearances had been prioritized over fur coats, many knights would have seriously considered retirement.

"I wish today would end quickly."

"Hoo~ Hoo~ It feels like even my breath is freezing."

Standing guard at the castle gate and enduring the cold wind was truly torturous. Empress Nermina II was aware of the knights' complaints, but it was an unavoidable issue. Her consideration was limited to making their shift rotations more frequent.

*The weather is particularly cold today.*

Nermina II sipped warm tea and took a bite of a sweet pastry in her office. It was a bit early to be eating sweets just after breakfast, but unlike others who preferred their sweets in the afternoon, she enjoyed having them after finishing breakfast. This was because she had a habit of indulging in brief contemplation during this time.

*I wonder what Britannia Empire, thrown into chaos over The Chosen One, will look like next week.*

Nermina II was looking forward to seeing how the chaos that had accumulated in the Britannia Empire over the weekend would manifest. The confusion and pain of the Britannia Empire had become a source of pleasure for her. These moments of contemplation were important for relieving the stress from her complex duties.

But today, she couldn't fully enjoy this relaxation time.

- To Her Majesty the Empress of the Sran Empire, I, Theodore Skyroad, heir to House Skyroad of the Arkan Empire, request an audience. I am currently positioned right outside the castle gate.

Her expression froze at the message that suddenly appeared before her.

*It just appeared in front of me.*

This was inside the imperial palace of the Sran Empire, no less. Naturally, the places where the Empress was located were heavily guarded, with defenses in place to prevent potential assassins. Among these were defensive spells that blocked spatial interference to prevent assassins from attacking through spatial jumps.

*Did he cross space to reach me? Or...?*

Nermina II's mind raced as she quickly surveyed her surroundings. While there was no need to activate the palace's intruder elimination magic for a visit from The Chosen One, she needed to fix any vulnerabilities that allowed such intrusion. However, since she couldn't immediately identify the weakness with a cursory glance, she rose from her seat.

"Theodore Skyroad, heir to House Skyroad, should be waiting outside. I will receive him in the audience chamber, so escort him there respectfully."

"Yes, Your Majesty!"

After instructing a nearby maid, Nermina II headed to the audience chamber. Knights stationed outside followed her for protection, and several maids accompanied her, but frankly, Nermina II found this cumbersome.

Even though the Sran Empire didn't particularly favor excessive formality, it was only natural for an emperor to be accompanied by many people. This wasn't simply a matter of etiquette but for the emperor's safety. It was a precaution against potential assassins targeting the emperor. Despite understanding this, she couldn't deny that she had been more comfortable during her days as the imperial princess, but this was part of the burden she had to bear as empress.

*Theodore Skyroad. They say he possesses great power.*

She envied his ability to act independently and the fact that he could come all the way to the imperial palace of the Sran Empire. She missed the freedom she had felt as an imperial princess, when she wielded weapons and fought countless monsters. But those feelings remained just nostalgia.

*Now I am—no, We are the empress.*

And as the Empress of the Sran Empire, she would see The Chosen One with her own eyes.

"Hmm."

Seated in her place in the audience chamber, she waited for the maid to bring Theodore Skyroad. She was curious about why The Chosen One would seek her out.

She didn't consider the possibility that the message delivered to her was fake. Unless one was The Chosen One, it would be impossible to penetrate all those defenses and send a message directly to her. Although The Chosen One seemed to have found a vulnerability, Nermina II trusted the defenses of the Sran Empire's imperial palace with its long history. They weren't flimsy enough to be breached by just anyone.

*If it's a fake, they won't be at the gate, and that will be the end of it.*

As she was thinking this, she heard the maid's voice.

"Your Majesty, I have brought Duke's Son Theodore Skyroad."

"He may enter."

Nermina II granted Theodore Skyroad permission to enter the audience chamber without complicated procedures. Around her, some of the Sran Empire's most formidable warriors stood quietly to her left and right, always present to ensure her safety.

Creak!

As the door to the audience chamber opened again, Theodore Skyroad's figure came into view. Dressed in a black formal suit, he showed respect in his attire when facing the Empress of the Sran Empire, but there was a sense of composure that only the strong possess. Nermina II could tell immediately upon seeing his face that he had experienced a considerably rough past.

*Like a beast of prey.*

Nermina II's impression of Theodore was that he resembled a beast of prey. His silent movements and the confidence emanating from his entire body reminded her of a predator concealing its claws.

"Theodore Skyroad, heir to House Skyroad of the Arkan Empire, greets Her Majesty the Empress of the Sran Empire."

Though he bowed slightly at the waist, showing proper respect to her as the empress of another country, he did not kneel on one knee. The one he would kneel before was not her, the Empress of the Sran Empire, but the Emperor of the Arkan Empire.

"Welcome. Though your sudden visit surprised me, I welcome you as The Chosen One."

"Thank you for forgiving my sudden intrusion."

After this brief exchange of greetings, Nermina II wondered why he had come to see her. What would he ask?

As she was thinking this, Theodore brought up something unexpected.

"As The Chosen One, I wish to eliminate a danger spreading in the Sran Empire. I came to inform you of this fact."

Nermina II's expression hardened.

"Danger?"

"Yes, danger."

The polite smile disappeared from Nermina II's face. Her expression instantly turned ice-cold as she asked:

"Is this danger something so significant that it requires The Chosen One to resolve?"

Theodore looked at Nermina II with a composed expression and replied:

"To speak directly without beating around the bush, it's as if the end of the world has given a light greeting."
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After his conversation with Nermine II, Theodor briefly moved to a deep forest where no people were present.
Since she said it would take at least two hours to prepare the people she needed, he intended to use that time for other matters.

Awoooo!

As soon as he entered the uninhabited deep forest, he heard wolves howling.

'Come to think of it, the Suran Empire uses wolves as their symbol.'

The Suran Empire was commonly nicknamed "Wolves of the North."
This was not only because wolves were common in the Suran Empire, but also because many warrior families kept wolves as pets.

There was even a knightly order unique to the Suran Empire called Wolf Riders, who rode wolves instead of horses.
Unlike the brown wolves in the Britannia and Arkan Empires, which were smaller in size, the Suran wolves were gray.
Since these forests were full of wild animals not tamed by humans, Theodor took preemptive action to avoid being disturbed in what he was about to do.

Kuguuguung-

He established dominance by spreading his aura around the area.

Keeeng!

The forest's wild animals, which had been wary of Theodor as an unfamiliar intruder, sensed the danger and retreated on their own.
After clearing away the disturbance of wild animals, Theodor cast a spell.

A rectangular screen-like image appeared before him, and Theodor immediately knelt on one knee and bowed respectfully.

[Lord Skyroad, I see you're in a forest? Have you gone to the Suran Empire?]

The face of Philip I, Emperor of the Arkan Empire, appeared on the screen.

"I, Theodor Skyroad, heir to the Skyroad Duchy, greet Your Majesty, Emperor of the Arkan Empire."

Philip I chuckled at Theodor's formal greeting.

[Haha! I hear you've become quite famous as the Chosen One lately? And I hear your relationship with Lady Yuria of the Arcein Duchy is quite good as well.]

Theodor responded with a composed tone to Philip I's deliberately teasing manner.

"That is correct."

[Tsk, you're really no fun to tease.]

Philip I clicked his tongue lightly and grumbled.

[You're not even a stiff person, but whenever I try to tease you, you notice it like a ghost and remain composed. It's really no fun at all.]

"I apologize."

[Tsk, you never show any openings. If you're such a passionate couple with Lady Yuria, are you like this with her too?]

"How could I be? I have a duty to be your sword and protect Your Majesty, but I have no obligation to entertain you privately. However, I do have a duty to make Lady Yuria happy. The comparison itself is flawed."

[Yes, I would also decline if you were to look at me the way you look at Lady Yuria.]

"You're saying strange things. Was that Your Majesty's intention? If you have such intentions, as your subject, I would advise you to change your preferences for the sake of the Arkan Empire."

[Sigh~ You really don't play along with teasing at all. Your peculiar unwillingness to humor me hasn't changed a bit. Tsk.]

As Philip I shook his head, there was no trace of the Emperor of the Arkan Empire in his demeanor.

[Well then, let's put the jokes aside. You've already finished talking with Nermine II, right?]

But that was only momentary.
As soon as he stopped joking and asked in a serious tone, the atmosphere around him changed.
As he asked with a solemn tone, exuding the dignity befitting the Emperor of the Arkan Empire, Theodor also responded in a serious manner.

"Of course. She said she would be ready within two hours."

[I see. Was there any other conversation?]

"No, she said it wasn't the time for political talk and simply requested cooperation as the Chosen One."

[More precisely, it's to show them under the name of cooperation, isn't it?]

"That's correct."

Theodor had spoken in terms of requesting cooperation out of consideration for the Suran Empire's dignity.
Although he might receive help such as guidance on routes, in truth, Theodor had no need for such assistance.

He could simply move in the direction where he sensed his targets, and as someone who could travel through space in various ways, he didn't need route guidance.
All of this was merely to have representatives of the Suran Empress accompany him, showing them some of the impending threats so they could directly report the situation to their Emperor.

[Hmm. Be careful. The duty of the Chosen One is important, but you are also the heir to the Skyroad Duchy, the foremost among the three great duchies of our Arkan Empire. Lord Skyroad, remember that your life is not yours alone.]

"Of course."

As soon as the important discussion ended, Philip I's demeanor became light again.

[By the way, it seems the Arcein Duchess is giving the Arcein Duke less trouble now that she knows your identity. Haha~ Thanks to that, the Arcein Duke doesn't come to complain to me anymore, which makes things easier.]

"...You've had it rough."

[Yes. Both the Arcein Duke and I have had it rough. Thanks to you revealing yourself as the Chosen One, we're now teaching Britannia Empire a lesson, which is quite satisfying.]

"It would be problematic if the Britannia Empire were to collapse immediately."

[True. Stories of conquest wars are already a thing of the past. People wouldn't follow just because we conquered their territory like in the old days.]

The Suran Empire, the Britannia Empire, and the Arkan Empire.
The maintenance of balance among these three empires had continued for so long that people had firmly established their sense of belonging.

Therefore, even if one conquered the land, it was obvious that controlling it would be difficult, and the damage from war would not be accepted by the nobles and citizens of one's own country, so the concept of war had disappeared.
Everyone simply maintained strong defenses just in case, but armies were not created to invade each other.

In this situation, if the Britannia Empire were to collapse, the aftermath would not easily subside.
Rather, it would only make it more difficult to prevent the end of the world.

[Well, let me know if there's anything else to report.]

"Yes, Your Majesty."

[Good, then keep up the good work.]

"Yes, Your Majesty. I will terminate the connection now."

After ending the communication spell, Theodor stood up.
Although some snow had gotten on his pants, he lightly brushed it off without even touching it, simply by moving his magical power.

* * *

Erland and Gunnar.
They were a mage and knight of the Suran Empire who served directly under Nermine II, the Empress of the Suran Empire.

Nermine II had given them an important mission.

"Help the Chosen One. You two should be able to follow him and find out what form the prophesied apocalyptic danger takes."

"Yes, Your Majesty."

"Leave it to us!"

Having followed her since she was the Crown Princess, traveling throughout the cold territories of the Suran Empire to subjugate monsters, the two were secretly pleased with the prospect of going out again after a long time.
Although it would be different from the days when they roamed the snowy plains behind Nermine II, they expected that helping the Chosen One fight against the apocalypse would be an honorable deed they could boast about for generations to come.

"I am Theodor Skyroad."

"It is an honor to work with the Chosen One. I am Erland."

"I am Gunnar. I truly consider it an honor to carry out this mission with the Chosen One!"

After briefly exchanging greetings, the two began working with Theodor.

'So we came along, but...'

'Where exactly are we going?'

Since they had not traveled on foot but had been transported through space by Theodor Skyroad, they did not know where they currently were.
They were also surprised that the spatial movement power Theodor demonstrated was different from teleportation magic, but they expected that for the Chosen One, this level of ability was just a small part of his powers. They were determined to clearly remember the various powers of the Chosen One mentioned in the prophecy and report back to Nermine II.

Contrary to their thoughts, this mission would not be remembered as an honorable deed to boast about to future generations, but as witnessing a terrible tragedy—a fact that the two had not yet realized at this time.

"Shh."

As they approached a village, Theodor stopped them and raised his index finger in a gesture to be quiet.
Unlike when he was before Nermine II, Theodor was wearing a hooded fur coat that covered most of his appearance, including his handsome face, as if trying to conceal his identity.
The two, who were wearing similar attire due to the cold but had left their faces exposed, found this curious.

"What's wrong?"

"Is there a problem?"

They asked Theodor in low voices.
Thinking there might be something in the village, the two were prepared to use their magic and swords for battle at any moment.

"Watch from now on. It will not be a pleasant sight."
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The voices of Theodore seemed to sound somewhat heavy to Erland and Gunnar.

'What could be happening?'

With this question in mind, they carefully and slowly followed behind Theodore.
That's when they entered the village.

"Cock-a-doodle-doo! Cluck, cluck!"

"Woof! Woof!"

They could hear the sounds of dogs and chickens that appeared to be raised by the villagers.
Middle-aged women of the village were throwing feed to the chickens, while the dogs were eating what looked like leftovers from the villagers' meals.
For a moment, they saw some of the chickens moving toward their warm coops.

It looked like nothing more or less than an ordinary village scene in the Suran Empire.

"Is there some problem here?"

"Lord Skyroad, what exactly is the issue in this place?"

To Erland and Gunnar, it was an utterly ordinary village scene.
The villagers also seemed to be going about their daily lives normally.

"Outsiders, I see."

Just then, they spotted a man holding an axe, perhaps intending to cut down a tree.

"Yes, that's right."

Theodore, his face hidden under a hood, answered politely.
Erland and Gunnar were puzzled by his behavior.

'Why is he acting like that? Why is he hiding his face?'

'The heir to the Skyroad Duchy speaking formally to commoners?'

The two had questions for two different reasons, but since Theodore had asked them to wait, they decided to just observe.

"Outsiders."

"They're outsiders."

Various villagers could be seen gathering around, curious about the strangers.
Among them were children, ranging from what appeared to be 7 or 8 years old to early teenagers.

'It seems peaceful.'

While the villagers were curious about outsiders, this wasn't unusual in the Suran Empire.
Heavy snowfall often blocked roads, making distribution difficult, and on days without snow, clearing it was the job of mages and soldiers in the Suran Empire.

However, since they couldn't always just clear snow, small villages like this often only had active trade with the outside world during specific periods, making outsiders unfamiliar.

'Hmm?'

Erland and Gunnar suddenly felt a chilling sensation while observing the villagers.

'Killing intent?'

They recognized it as killing intent.
The sudden feeling of murderous intent gave them a creepy sensation.

'Where is it coming from?'

They soon discovered the source of the killing intent.

"Arghhhh!"

Suddenly, a man with red glowing eyes was seen swinging his axe at Theodore.
Though he could have easily blocked it, Theodore deliberately avoided the attack and tripped the man with a kick.

"What, what's happening?"

"Why suddenly?"

As the two were confused by the sudden turn of events, Erland and Gunnar saw the villagers who had been watching them—men, women, old, and young alike—all approaching with pickaxes, axes, even kitchen knives and spears.

"Intruders."

"Kill them."

"Outside intruders."

A sinister killing intent could be felt from those who were muttering madly.
Though they didn't understand why these people suddenly wanted to kill them, Erland and Gunnar quickly pulled out badges proving their identity and spoke.

"Everyone stop! I am Erland, deputy commander of the Second Division of the Suran Empire's Imperial Mage Corps!"

"I am Gunnar, deputy commander of the Third Division of the Suran Empire's Imperial Knight Corps!"

They revealed their positions in the Suran Empire.
Normally, people would be shocked and prostrate themselves before members of the Imperial Mage Corps and Imperial Knight Corps.
This would be especially true in the Suran Empire, where the culture of revering the strong was deeper than in other regions.
Moreover, they weren't just ordinary members, but had risen to the position of deputy commanders.

"They're dangerous."

"We must definitely kill them."

But the movements of those consumed by killing intent did not stop.
What was even more shocking to the two was that among them were even the young children who had gathered to watch them.

"Die!"

A young boy who seemed to be about 7 or 8 years old was charging at them with a kitchen knife.

"Kill them!"

A girl who appeared to have just passed 10 years of age was also approaching, swinging a kitchen knife.

"What?"

"Hold! Hold!"

Though confused by the villagers attacking despite knowing their identities, the two reacted quickly.
Gunnar hurriedly knocked away the weapons of those swinging at him, subduing them by breaking their arms and legs without killing them.
Erland used magic to paralyze their movements and subdue them.

"Arghhhh! Kill the intruders!"

However, they continued to try to approach, even crawling, with their eyes glowing bright red.
Their clearly abnormal behavior was chilling.
Especially disturbing was the sight of even young children attacking with eyes twisted in rage.

"......"

Theodore said nothing in this situation.
But moments later, Erland and Gunnar were shocked by the sudden change in their surroundings.

"Wh-what?"

"What's happening?"

All the villagers' necks had been cleanly cut.
Gunnar realized this had been done directly with a sword and unconsciously looked at Theodore.
He was now holding a sword in his hand.

'There's blood on it.'

There was even blood on the sword.
But how could he have cut the necks of so many people all at once?
Even with his strength, this was an impossible speed.

"Even the children..."

As their confusion subsided, revulsion set in.
No matter how abnormal their condition, they were still young children.
It was psychologically difficult to accept that he had cut the necks of these young boys and girls without even looking for a way to treat them.

But then something strange happened at the severed neck areas.

Gurgle gurgle-

Suddenly, blood bubbles formed at the severed necks.
Then the bodies, which had begun to swell in a grotesque manner, burst all at once.

"Wh-what?"

Even Erland and Gunnar, who had experienced combat, slaying numerous monsters and sometimes directly beheading or burning bandits to death, were chilled by this grotesque sight.
And it was too disgusting to look at.

The exploding corpses sprayed blood, flesh, and internal organs everywhere, staining the snow red—a horrific sight, but what followed was even worse.

"Good heavens."

Erland and Gunnar, who prided themselves on being strong-hearted after seeing much bloodshed from slaying monsters and bandits, had to admit their thoughts had been too arrogant.

The creatures that emerged from the torn bodies of the people resembled humans.

Their height and limb structure were similar to humans.
However, their torsos had four long legs similar to insect legs, and their heads resembled hideous insects with sharp teeth and long snouts.

"Helmintho."

Theodore called these revealed monstrosities by that name.

"H-Helmintho, you say?"

"Details later."

Postponing the explanation, Theodore vertically sliced through the body of a Helmintho that charged at him.
Green blood sprayed onto the ground.

"Kieeeek!"

With a strange cry, these bizarre monsters—neither human nor insect but with human-sized bodies—roared and charged not only at Theodore but also at Erland and Gunnar.
But when Theodore lightly clenched and then opened his hand, the spaces where they were located distorted, crushing their bodies.

While he had shown restraint when dealing with people, even William Artin, this time he showed no mercy, simply crushing them with space itself.
When the space returned to normal moments later, the corpses of the creatures called Helmintho piled up on the snow.
The ground, already stained with red blood, was now also stained with green blood.

"What on earth is happening here?"

The strangely aggressive villagers had their necks cut, and then these bizarre monsters emerged.
It was completely incomprehensible to them.

"I will explain the details in front of Her Imperial Majesty."

After saying this, Theodore removed his hood to reveal his face.
Then, looking at the traces of flesh pieces everywhere, he closed his eyes for a moment, appearing as if in silent prayer.

[Ugh.]
[Ahhh.]

Erland and Gunnar almost screamed.
The villagers, who should have been dead, began to appear again.
However, looking closely, they appeared semi-transparent, like ghosts.

They had heard stories of dark mages using human souls as ghost-realm monsters, but this was their first time seeing such ghosts in reality.
The ghosts, emitting moans, seemed to be in pain.
Their presence, as if asking for their pain to be acknowledged, evoked sympathy in Erland and Gunnar while also instinctively giving them chills at the fact that these dead people were gathered around.

However, Theodore looked at them with unwavering eyes and said:

"I, Theodore Skyroad, heir to the Skyroad Duchy of the Arkan Empire, grant you freedom."

With Theodore's words, he created some kind of wave.
The souls that had been moaning in pain now had peaceful expressions.
Among them were the children that Erland and Gunnar had seen.

[Ah!]
[Peace!]
[We're free!]
[Thank you! Thank you!]

The villagers' souls disappeared with faces full of joy and gratitude.

'They're gone?'

Even seeing it with their own eyes, it didn't feel real.
And Theodore, with an expressionless face that revealed no emotion, said to Erland and Gunnar:

"This is part of the end. And preventing this end is my duty as the chosen one."

Erland and Gunnar realized, whether they wanted to or not, that the position of the chosen one was not merely a glorious one.
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After showing all these scenes to Erlend and Gunnar, Theodore returned to the imperial palace of the Sran Empire. He intended to provide a detailed explanation to Nermine II.

An audience with Nermine II was quickly arranged. Not only was the Emperor present, but most of the ministers from each department and high-ranking nobles had gathered as well, indicating how seriously the Sran Empire viewed this matter.

"Your Majesty, I shall now present my report."

Before Theodore could speak, Erlend and Gunnar first reported what they had witnessed, and Erlend even used magic to show the scenes they had observed as visual images.

"Good heavens!"

"How could this be!"

Nermine II and the empire's leadership were all shocked beyond words as they watched the scenes.

Villagers who seemed possessed, showing murderous intent toward outsiders. When their necks were cut, there was an explosion as if shedding a shell, and bizarre insect-like monsters with human forms emerged from inside the people.

Some viewers were visibly nauseated by these horrific and grotesque images.

"How dreadful."

Nermine II's beautiful face frowned. Anger could be sensed in her voice.

Indeed, she was angry. The people shown in those images were all citizens of the Sran Empire. They were her subjects.

"Lord Skyroad... Chosen One. Please, I request a detailed explanation."

Nermine II's eyes appeared cold and calm, but the anger and killing intent in them were unmistakable. Theodore met her gaze.

'Beautiful and impressive.'

That was his assessment of Nermine II. However, this wasn't merely an evaluation of her beautiful appearance. In terms of looks, his fiancée and the woman he now loved, Yuria Arsein, was far more overwhelmingly beautiful.

What Theodore found beautiful and impressive was her demeanor as an emperor. As an emperor, she was genuinely angered by the tragedy that had befallen her citizens, showing awareness of her duty as someone in a high position.

It was a stark contrast to certain others who only thought about their rights while avoiding their responsibilities.

"Yes, I understand."

Therefore, although she was the emperor of another country, Theodore believed she had the right to know what was happening in her nation. And it would be more convenient for her to be informed going forward.

As long as they shared a common enemy, they could certainly join hands.

"Those monsters are called Helminthos. They are implanted in living beings as eggs, and after hatching inside, they parasitize and control the host from within."

"Living beings, you say?"

"Yes. To be precise, they can parasitize not just humans but any living creature. However, they cannot survive and die inside those who can manipulate qi or magical power. This includes the holy power of priests and the elemental energy of spirit users."

Some people appeared somewhat relieved at these words. The mere thought of such parasites being implanted in one's body would be horrifying.

But they were relieved to know that those who could manipulate powers like qi and magic were safe.

"However, living beings without such powers are devoured from within, as you saw in the footage. Also, the form of a Helmintho mimics the appearance of its host, so when parasitizing humans, they transform into human-like shapes as you saw."

They were truly terrifying monsters. But Theodore thought that compared to the monsters that had attacked Duke Skyroad eleven years ago, this was merely a minor issue.

"Is there no way to save people who have become like that?"

Nermine II asked if there was any method of salvation other than killing them as Theodore had done in the footage. However, her tone was not accusatory. Even she who asked the question seemed to suspect there was no alternative. It was merely a confirmation just in case.

"No, there isn't. At that stage, they've already been devoured from within, and even their souls are captured. The Helminthos acquire all information, including the memories of the living beings they parasitize. Once they reach that state, they're merely mimicking based on memories, operating the outer shell while the inside has been completely consumed."

"So they're no different from puppets?"

"Yes. They're already dead. The fact that they appear normal during everyday life is simply because they read the victims' memories and imitate their living behaviors. And the souls of victims of Helminthos become ghosts—as shown in the footage, those victims expressed gratitude when liberated and departed for the afterlife."

"I see."

Nermine II closed her eyes. Her beautiful face trembled with anger.

"Helminthos. How far can you detect their locations?"

"Unfortunately, during the period when the victims are still alive, that is, before the Helminthos kill them, I cannot identify them unless I see them at close range. Of course, 'close range' means within about 3 kilometers."

"Why is that?"

"The Helminthos are parasites. They try to hide the fact that they are parasitizing until they completely kill and take over their host."

"Then if we gather people in large numbers in one place, can you identify the Helminthos?"

"Yes. However, before the Helminthos completely kill their victims, there's an easy solution."

"What is it?"

"Introducing qi, magic power, holy power, or elemental arts into people's bodies. If we do that, some people will vomit."

Several people visibly flinched at those words. It seemed that a few had shown such reactions. But they had considered it a minor issue and moved on. After all, before taking over the host completely, the Helminthos would completely disintegrate into powder upon death to hide their existence.

"In that case, the Helmintho is considered removed from the body."

"...I see. And the recent outbreaks of people consumed by rage—could they be related to the Helminthos?"

At Nermine II's question, Theodore recalled the scene from eleven years ago. That moment when Duke Skyroad's life was in danger... The final days of Theodore Artin, who was nothing more than a homeless soul at that time, who despised the world itself.

Those monsters back then...
People with blood-red eyes, engulfed in rage, showing aggression...

"Those consumed only by rage will fully recover in a few days if given recovery magic for some time. From the moment recovery magic is applied, their aggression gradually subsides, and they end up with a personality that's just a bit more violent and rough than usual, so there's no major problem... but they're not unrelated to the Helminthos."

"So there is a connection with the Helminthos?"

"Yes. The Helminthos we saw in that village are in a state shortly after killing their hosts, when they're still consumed by violent tendencies."

Nermine II understood what Theodore was implying from his words. And not just her, but most of the Sran Empire's high officials either turned pale or their faces hardened as they grasped Theodore's meaning.

"Helminthos that have undergone several stages of mutation and gained complete self-awareness... are already an intellectually superior species to humans."

And these beings were the ones who would bring about the end of this world.

"The Helminthos with complete self-awareness are the calamity that will bring about the end of this world."

Then followed an explanation of the powers possessed by these complete Helminthos.

* * *

The words and information left by Theodore Skyroad began to be recorded and treated as important in the Sran Empire.

"The end..."

Nermine II quietly gritted her teeth at the threat of the end that endangered the Sran Empire and the world during her reign.

'I suppose we must cooperate with the Chosen One... to prevent it.'

Although the actions of the Britannia Empire were vexing, what was the reason for enduring and overlooking such tyranny? It was because of the existence of the Chosen One. Of course, since William Artin had been revealed as a fake, they would need to cooperate with Theodore Skyroad, the real Chosen One.

'William Artin, that man is truly an unbearable calamity.'

The detailed information about the disgusting monsters called Helminthos that Theodore had explained was probably known to the Arkan Empire since eleven years ago. Yet they hadn't shared it until now, and the reason for sharing it now was easy to understand.

'They must have been wary of those self-aware Helminthos moving too early.'

Both sides had been restraining their movements, checking and being cautious of each other. Above all, the Helminthos would have wanted to avoid suffering massive damage while building their strength, and Theodore couldn't carelessly interfere because it was difficult to search for completely self-aware Helminthos when they concealed their presence.

It wasn't simply a matter of finding and killing each other; the Helminthos' desire to minimize their own casualties and Theodore's position of needing to avoid a situation where countless people would be caught up and killed had been intricately intertwined, leading to 11 years of inaction.

And now, as the Chosen One, he had gained enough power to confront the Helminthos head-on, and if the Helminthos moved openly, he was prepared to find and eliminate them immediately, which was why he had informed the Sran Empire of this information. And another implication of this was...

'It means that even within the Sran Empire, the Helminthos have ways to obtain high-level information. They couldn't tell us for fear of information leaking.'

It seemed that activating a surveillance system would need to be a priority for the time being.

* * *

Theodore returned to his quarters at the Minster Academy in the Britannia Empire.
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Swoosh!

What he sensed was a wave of qi.
The wave was coming from the courtyard of Yuria's quarters right next door.

*Yuria.*

Theodore immediately sensed that Yuria was training alone.
But he wasn't surprised since he already knew.
Though she wasn't aware, he had placed several protective spells around the area and on her before his brief departure.

That's why he had a general idea of her situation even while he was away in the Sran Empire.
He had made various preparations for her safety and was ready to return immediately if she had been in danger.

"Ah, Duke's Son Theodore!"

Yuria had just finished her sword training exercise and was sheathing her sword.
She smiled brightly when she saw Theodore and walked toward him, and Theodore embraced her as she approached.

"I'm back, Yuria."

Theodore called her by her name without adding "Young Lady."
Embraced in his arms, Yuria smiled slightly and hugged him back, saying:

"Yes, welcome back, Theo."

Hearing Yuria call him by the nickname that only his family used for the first time made him feel a sense of peace in both mind and body.
He had always thought her voice was beautiful, but it never gave him this feeling before. Love truly was a strange emotion.

"Yes."

Theodore took a moment to feel Yuria in his arms.
The sensation of her feminine body, so soft yet resilient that it was hard to believe it was human, stimulated his sense of touch. Even though she was sweaty, her scent was tantalizingly stimulating to him.
Her dazzling silver hair, like threads of the finest melted silver, was damp with sweat.

"Theo, let's go inside."

"Let's do that."

Theodore entered Yuria's quarters with her.
Yuria pulled on Theodore's arm, urging him to the sofa, where she sat down first.

"Theo, sit here too."

"Alright."

Though he could guess what she was planning to do, Theodore pretended not to know. Then he felt her take his head and place it on her thigh.

"This is comfortable."

"Hehe, isn't it?"

Yuria smiled slightly with pleasure as she gently stroked Theodore's forehead.
Though she had calluses on her hands from wielding a sword, her touch was incredibly gentle.

He could feel the bare skin of the thighs of the most beautiful woman in the Arkan Empire.
Theodore placed his hand on her thigh and gently caressed it. Though he had seen her fair, soft, luscious thighs often exposed in her usual attire for a long time, they felt different to him since falling in love with her.

It was probably because the flames of desire toward her had grown fiercer since falling in love with her.

"Theo, how's my encouragement?"

"This was encouragement?"

"Yes."

Yuria smiled as she looked down at Theodore's face.
Her blue eyes held a gentleness she rarely showed in front of Theodore.
As evident from Yuria's attitude toward Lilia and Rayna, she was naturally of a gentle disposition, but she had been quite challenging toward Theodore himself.
But now he could feel this look in her eyes.

"You really are an interesting woman."

Theodore said, lying with his head on Yuria's thigh.

"In what way?"

"Well? If I had to give a reason right now, it's like you've already made someone fall deeply for you, and now you're determined to make them fall even deeper."

"Then that's a very good thing, isn't it?"

"Yes, it is."

Theodore agreed and closed his eyes for a moment.

* * *

Yuria looked down at Theodore's face as he lay with his head on her thigh.
She didn't know what it was, but she could tell he had done something very important.

*He must have done something terrible or difficult enough that he couldn't take me with him.*

Yuria vowed to become stronger so she could fight alongside him next time, and thought of the tournament that was now only five days away.
Winning that tournament would be a step toward her dream and also a path toward another goal.

*Right now all I can do is encourage him, but...*

She had no intention of being satisfied with just this position.
Thinking this, Yuria looked down at Theodore's peaceful expression and felt a strange feeling.

*Duke's Son Theodore, no, Theo can make such a relaxed expression too.*

He had always shown himself as an arrogant genius overflowing with confidence.
He had always been composed and self-assured, but now lying there with such a peaceful face, his impression seemed to have softened.

*He's become too gentle.*

Now Yuria understood why Theodore acted so annoyingly in front of her, to the point where she wanted to land a punch on him.
As The Chosen One, he considered it his duty to save the world from the apocalypse.
Rather than viewing it as his right like William Artin, he understood the heavy weight of it.

And once he gave his affection to someone, he gave it deeply, taking care of them, paying attention to every detail as he was showing toward her now.
Thinking of how he even tried to prepare meals for her whenever possible, she could understand why he tried not to give his affection.

*Theo is weak to affection. That's why he tried not to create weaknesses.*

And without realizing it, she had somehow crossed the barricade he had set up, and they had become like this.

"Hehe."

But Yuria couldn't help but smile.
Like. Love. Happiness.

These emotions kept washing over her, and she felt that she too had fallen deeply in love.
Before coming to the academy, she had wanted to punch this man in the face whenever she saw him, but now her first thought was that she loved him—her own transformation was quite amazing.
But her goal of becoming strong enough to land a hit on his face remained unchanged.

*You have the qualification to be The Chosen One.*

Who else could be more qualified than someone who understood that duty and weight so well?
And Yuria was determined to qualify herself as his fiancée and future wife.
He would probably tell her that her existence alone was qualification enough, but she couldn't accept being a woman who was just a burden to him.

Even if Theodore accepted it, if God accepted it, if the whole world accepted it, she herself couldn't accept it.

"Tsk."

Just then, Theodore suddenly clicked his tongue and opened his eyes.
As he sat up, he said:

"Yuria, stay inside for a moment."

"What?"

Yuria made a puzzled expression at Theodore's sudden words.
Just in case, she extended her senses as far as she could, but she couldn't detect anyone.

*Could they be beyond my detection range?*

And as if answering her question, Theodore spoke.
As expected, someone was coming from beyond her detection range.

"The Duke and Duchess Artin are coming."

"Those people..."

At the mention of the Duke and Duchess Artin, Yuria felt genuinely unpleasant.
She couldn't understand by what qualification they were visiting this place.
No, she couldn't understand how they had treated their own son that way in the first place.

"I wonder what qualification they think they have to come here... how shameless."

"Yes, they've always been that kind of people. They're probably afraid of what will happen tomorrow when the weekend ends."

The Britannia Empire already considered them disposable.
The status and position they once held had been shattered.
For people like them, Theodore was their only lifeline.

*No, perhaps.*

Yuria had another thought.
While Duke Artin, Eliot, might be one thing, Duchess Artin, Ceres, seemed likely to act differently.
And if her prediction was correct, Yuria was certain she would despise the couple even more.

"I'll come with you."

Yuria looked directly at Theodore's face from a close distance as he stood up.

"You want to come too? Will you be alright?"

"Yes. I'm your fiancée, Theo, aren't I?"

Yuria said with a slight smile.

"If I'm not by your side, who would be?"

At Yuria's words, Theodore smiled again.

"You really are something else."

Saying that while shaking his head, Theodore got up from the sofa, and she followed.

"Let's go then, Yuria."

"Yes!"

At Theodore's words, Yuria smiled and took his hand. He held her hand in return, and together they went outside.

Ch.87 - {Unqualified To Be Parents}
"I Don't Deserve to Be a Parent"

On Friday, just two days after all the truth had been revealed, Eliot once again realized that everything was spiraling toward the worst possible outcome.

*This is the end.*

Even within House Artin, there were already signs of rebellion against him as the head of the family.
Normally, it would be impossible for distant relatives with no legitimate claim to succession to challenge him—the direct descendant and family head—but now all semblance of normalcy had collapsed into chaos.

*William still hasn't come to his senses.*

William Artin still couldn't grasp the current situation.
He refused to accept his circumstances.
Having lived his entire life enjoying only the benefits and privileges of being The Chosen One, he still couldn't accept the reversed reality.

And there was no telling what kind of trouble he might cause come Monday.

*I can no longer clean up after him.*

The authority that came with being The Chosen One was gone.
If he caused trouble now, there would be no one to cover for him.

Rayna, who had always apologized to victims and resolved incidents using House Artin's influence whenever he caused problems, was no longer there.
House Artin no longer had the power to protect him by covering up his misdeeds.

In this desperate situation, Eliot looked at his wife, who was still crying.

"Sigh."

"Sob, sob, Theodore... Rayna..."

Ceres was sobbing while calling out Theodore and Rayna's names, just as she had been doing all along.
But Eliot knew that now, a single word from him would change her behavior.

*Sigh, I need to hurry.*

Today was Sunday.
Things were still quiet because it was a day off, but he dreaded what might happen tomorrow.
The end might very well be their complete downfall.

*Downfall, huh.*

Just thinking about those two words was miserable.
He couldn't believe—no, he didn't want to believe—how he and House Artin could have fallen so far.

*But it's my sin.*

Now he acknowledged it.
It was his sin.
Blinded by the glory of being the father of The Chosen One, and later failing to properly recognize his wrongdoings while focusing only on practical benefits, he had even driven Rayna away.

*Rayna is already gone.*

He couldn't see Rayna again.
She had already been adopted into House Skyroad and had gone to the Arkan Empire.

Even if he refused to accept it, he had no power, and the fact that Rayna was still registered with House Artin had no impact.
House Artin no longer had the strength to dispute such matters.
Even the Britannia Empire's royal family was planning to cut ties and pin everything on House Artin while extracting themselves from the situation—that's how much they were cornering House Artin.

"Dear, let's go see Theodore."

Suppressing his feelings of despair, Eliot suggested to his wife, Ceres, that they visit Theodore together.

"Theodore...!"

At those words, Ceres jumped to her feet.

"Let's go quickly."

Eliot gave a bitter smile at her reaction, as if she had been waiting for this.
The bloodshot eyes of Ceres showed that she was truly not in her right mind.
She too had been facing her own ugliness over the past few days, falling deeper and deeper into despair.

"Yes, let's go."

The two quickly changed into simple outdoor clothes and hurried to Minst Academy.
Without even proper servants or knight escorts, they moved to the front of Minst Academy and went straight inside.

*He should be in the dormitory at this hour.*

It was approaching evening, so even if he had gone out during the day, he would have returned by now.
And his guess was correct.
Theodore and Yuria were outside the dormitory together.

"My, how annoying that you've come again."

Theodore's tone clearly revealed that he was not welcoming them.

"Theodore..."

"It's Theodore Skyroad. Please don't change other people's names as you please."

Feeling the hatred that Theodore still harbored toward them from his cold response, Eliot fell silent.
Before he could say anything, Ceres approached Theodore first.

"Ah... Theodore! Sob!"

Even to her husband Eliot, Ceres looked like a madwoman.
But once again, she couldn't approach Theodore because of an invisible wall blocking her.

"Theodore! Please listen to me for a moment! Mom, Mom is sorry! Mom was wrong!"

Ceres desperately apologized to Theodore.
Afraid that he might leave without listening to her, she hurriedly apologized first.

"Meaningless words, Duchess Artin."

But of course, Theodore responded coldly.
Following Ceres, Eliot also quickly spoke up.

"Theodore! This father was wrong too! Your mother and I, we did something terrible to you! If I could turn back time, I would beat my past self to stop it."

"Then you'd probably get stabbed by your doppelganger in return."

Theodore responded sarcastically to his words.
But Eliot and Ceres continued speaking as if they had expected his cold reaction.

"We, we committed too great a sin against you and Rayna! We now know that we cannot be forgiven!"

"How remarkable. That you've only realized this now. I don't know whether to be surprised that it took so long, or impressed that you've finally realized it at all."

At Theodore's words, Eliot bit his lip.
Biting his lip until it hurt, he bowed his head to Theodore.

"We... are going to be ruined now. House Artin is finished. So I wanted to talk to you before that happens."

Eliot felt miserable.
He was telling his own son about his downfall, but the fact that his words had no effect on his son's feelings made him realize just how completely broken their relationship was.

"I see. You came to leave your last words? But I wonder why you came to me instead of your son William. If you're so confused that you want to depend on a stranger, I recommend you go home and spend your last moments with your son."

Theodore's voice was cold.

*Sigh, he's changed so much.*

He hadn't seen his son's face since he was two years old.
He never visited him, never even thought about him.
Or if he did think about him, he quickly forgot.
Because unlike the glorious son William Artin, Theodore Artin was born unnecessarily and was outside his concern.

He didn't even think that was wrong.
He was so immersed in the glory of being the father of The Chosen One that he couldn't think of anything else.
He thought that glory would last forever.
No matter how much someone might have explained their current downfall and despair to his past self, he wouldn't have believed it until experiencing it firsthand.

"Theodore, by tomorrow, our House Artin will be finished. So for the last time..."

"How noisy. You're coming here to beg me to save House Artin, just saying it in a roundabout way. I have no reason to participate in your groveling political games."

"Ah! Theodore! Sob!"

Ceres cried, her hand against the wall.

"Can't I hold you just once? Please let me hold you one more time. It's my last request."

"I have no memory of being held by a woman like you. Theodore Artin also has no such memories."

As Theodore spoke coldly, a gentle hand caressed his shoulder.
It was the hand of his fiancée, Yuria Arsein, who was standing beside him.
With her dazzling long silver hair touching his arm as she stood close to him, she called to him in a gentle tone.

"Theo, don't engage with them too deeply."

"Yes, you're right."

Eliot sensed that the relationship between Yuria and Theodore had grown much closer than before.
And seeing Theodore readily comply with her words, he realized:

*Now Theodore... is weak for that woman, Young Lady Yuria Arsein.*

Even knowing it was a cowardly tactic, he immediately pleaded with Yuria.

If they couldn't prevent their downfall now...
If this was the end for them...

He wanted to at least fulfill his wife Ceres's last wish.

"I beg you, Young Lady Yuria. Please persuade Theodore! Please, let my wife embrace the son we lost through our mistakes, just once!"

At Eliot's request, Yuria's expression changed to one that seemed to say, "Are you in your right mind?"
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"Do you really mean that?"

Yuria's reaction showed she couldn't believe what she'd just heard.

"Yes."

Though he had anticipated her response, Eliot still nodded.

"Lady Yuria, I beg of you. Please allow me to at least say a final farewell to Theodore, even if just once."

A cold expression crossed Yuria's beautiful face after hearing Eliot's words.
Throughout the entire Britannia Empire, there was likely no beauty comparable to hers.
At first glance, she gave the impression of being pure and gentle, but upon closer inspection, one could sense the strong will beneath her exterior. This woman now seemed genuinely angry.

"One thing is clear to me now."

Eliot recognized that the emotion in Yuria's blue eyes was hostility directed at him.
Even as she stood beside Theodore, holding his arm with an expression of hostility, Yuria Arsein displayed a beauty that seemed otherworldly.
Her beauty was truly remarkable—the kind that made one wonder if this was what a divinely blessed, incomparably beautiful woman looked like.

*Is that why Theodore is so captivated by this woman?*

Though his assumption was incorrect, Eliot, unaware of what had transpired between Theodore and Yuria, thought that this overwhelming beauty must have captured Theodore's heart.

"What do you mean?"

Eliot asked Yuria what she meant by her statement.

"You don't deserve to be parents."

Yuria declared in a cold tone.
The one who reacted to her words wasn't Eliot.

"Ugh, what do you know..."

Ceres muttered like a madwoman, glaring at Yuria with malicious eyes.
Her voice was heavy with jealousy toward Yuria.

She couldn't even touch Theodore, yet here was Yuria, standing by his side, receiving his love—albeit in a different way. She was clearly consumed by intense jealousy.
It was evident that she was overwhelmed by a sense of defeat and jealousy because Theodore, wounded in spirit, had chosen his fiancée beside him as his emotional sanctuary rather than herself, his birth mother.

"Duchess Artin. I know more than you do, at least. Even now, at the very end, you're trying to comfort yourselves rather than considering Theo's feelings."

Yuria declared with a voice full of strong determination.

"I won't stand by and let you have your way with Theo."

"H-how dare you! You, you have no right!"

Ceres lost her composure in anger and looked ready to lunge at Yuria.
However, she was blocked by the barrier, and Eliot quickly restrained her.

"My lady! Please calm yourself!"

"Let go! That, that girl is so insolent... I'm his mother! I gave birth to Theodore! Hic! But why... not even a chance..."

Ceres finally collapsed to the floor, sobbing.
She seemed to sense that what she was doing was wrong, but she couldn't stop herself.
Perhaps she wouldn't have lost control like this if Yuria hadn't been there, but seeing Yuria standing beside Theodore was clearly tearing at her heart in a different way than the people of House Skyroad did.

The role of healing Theodore's childhood wounds should have belonged to them as his birth parents, but having that role taken from them filled them with jealousy and inferiority. Eliot felt those emotions too, and he knew they were wrong.

"Sigh, could you tell us how Rayna is doing?"

That's why Eliot, while restraining Ceres, asked Yuria about Rayna.
He thought Theodore wouldn't answer him, but judging by Yuria's cold expression, asking her would yield the same result.

* * *

Yuria couldn't understand the behavior of the Duke and Duchess Artin.
She could understand their obsession with Theodore.

*But after what they did to him...*

If they had come to offer final words of apology, she could have understood.
But even as they apologized, they still wanted something in return.

Even in the moment they came to apologize for their wrongdoings, their flawed nature remained exposed.
Yuria simply couldn't understand how people who had committed such unforgivable acts could make demands based on this being their "last chance."

*People from the Britannia Empire... there really are a lot of strange ones.*

There were exceptions like Rayna, but to Yuria, it seemed excessive.
She was about to coldly retort to Eliot's question about Rayna's well-being.
But at that moment, Theodore stopped her.

"Yuria, let me handle this."

As he said this and restrained her, she saw him gazing coldly at Eliot.
Though this was his birth father, Yuria tried not to worry about Theodore's feelings toward this man who was less than a stranger to him, let alone family.
Theodore wouldn't want such pity.

*I'll just trust him.*

She shouldn't pity him, even if she was angry on his behalf.
Remembering this, Yuria waited to hear what Theodore would say.

"I don't know what will happen to House Artin in the future, but you won't die in ruin, so stop trying to gain sympathy by acting pitiful and just leave."

"What?"

Eliot blinked as if he couldn't understand Theodore's words.
Ceres also stared at Theodore with a blank expression.

"House Artin will continue to exist, so stop making a fuss and leave."

Eliot asked in a trembling voice in response to Theodore's statement.

"House Artin will continue to exist? D-does that mean you'll help us?"

"I will, so stop bothering me and disappear."

Yuria was slightly surprised by Theodore's words.
He hated House Artin, so why would he help maintain it?
But she quickly realized the reason.

The Duke and Duchess Artin, however, did not seem to understand.

"Ah... Theodore! Hic! Thank you."

Ceres, as if she believed Theodore had forgiven her, seemed blinded by her desire to somehow embrace him.
Though he was the child she had given birth to, she now displayed an abnormal obsession toward someone who considered her an enemy.
Eliot, who had been more composed than Ceres, asked in a trembling voice.

"W-why?"

"I have no intention of forgiving you. Whether you die miserably or not means nothing to me."

Theodore's voice was ice-cold. It meant that his hatred, anger, and loathing had not disappeared.

"If you can't figure out the reason, it just proves you don't deserve to be parents."

When Eliot hesitated at Theodore's words, Theodore sneered as if he had expected this.

"Just as I thought. Even as you grovel in the dirt, begging pitifully, you desperately try to grasp at the illusion of Theodore, whom you abandoned when he was two... but you don't even think about the girl who loved you and was betrayed, suffering emotional wounds. That's just like you."

Eliot seemed to finally understand what Theodore meant.
The name of the absent girl came from his lips.

"Rayna."

The reason Theodore Skyroad wasn't destroying House Artin, despite his hatred for them, wasn't because he had forgiven them.
It was because he worried that his sister, now Rayna Skyroad, would be hurt by news of her former parents' downfall, caught in the complex emotion of love-hate.

He was sparing them solely for Rayna's sake, not for any other reason.
And even at this moment, the Duke and Duchess Artin had forgotten about Rayna.

"You only realize after I tell you. You truly are terrible people. I'm incredibly fortunate that you're no longer my parents. Duke Artin, Duchess Artin, please don't ever appear before me again. And I won't tolerate you using Rayna's potential sadness as bait for your pointless schemes."

Theodore issued a warning.
Yuria could tell he was serious.
If they tried to use Rayna's feelings, he would truly never forgive them, even if it meant Rayna would be a little sad.

Yuria silently took Theodore's hand.
She hoped her warmth would reach him and help him feel a little more at ease.

"T-Theodore... wait!"

Eliot, who was about to say something, disappeared along with his wife Ceres.
It seemed Theodore had forcibly teleported them back to House Artin.

"Theo..."

Yuria softly called his name and gently embraced him.
Theodore silently embraced her in return.
Thinking that the man who put aside his personal hatred for Rayna's sake was truly the man she loved and respected, Yuria said:

"Theo, you probably can't imagine how proud I am to be your fiancée right now."

"Haha, is that so? I think I can understand."

Theodore said as he placed a gentle kiss on Yuria's forehead.

"I'm also very proud that you're my fiancée. If you think about it in reverse, you might find the answer."

At those words, they looked at each other and smiled.
And they made no further mention of the Duke and Duchess Artin.

Ch.89 - {New Family Members}
# New Family

Reina Artin, or rather, the girl who had now become Reina Skyroad, greeted her first morning at the Skyroad Duchy.

'So soft.'

Reina rose from the plush bed, habitually waking up early.
It was currently 6 o'clock, a bit early for a noble girl of her age to be awake.
Even girls with regular schedules typically wouldn't rise until after 7 o'clock.

'I need to check on yesterday's events... Ah!'

Reina instinctively tried to receive a report about what had happened the previous day.
She had always started her day by checking whether William had caused any incidents, and even after spending the night at the Skyroad Duchy, her drowsy mind automatically fell into this habit.
However, as time passed and her sleepy haze cleared, she remembered that she was no longer at the Artin Duchy but inside the Skyroad Duchy.

'Ah, this is the Skyroad Duchy...'

Realizing where she was, Reina initially felt unsure about what to do.
The room assigned to her was a fine chamber befitting a daughter of the Skyroad Duchy, certainly as good as, if not better than, the room she had been given at the Artin Duchy.

She had also been told that maids would come running whenever she called for them.
They even had night shift maids who received extra pay, showing just how deeply the Duke and Duchess of Skyroad cared for their children.

'What should I do?'

Paradoxically, Reina found herself wondering what she should do now.
Whenever William Artin caused trouble with his delinquent behavior, she would clean up after him, writing apology letters to victims or personally visiting them to express regret.

The only recent routine she had was visiting Theodore and Yuria for brief conversations that brought her peace of mind.

'I wonder how Brother Theodore and Sister Yuria are doing?'

Reina worried about the two who remained in the Britannia Empire, but staying behind had been their choice.
Together, they could overcome any problem.

'Everyone must still be asleep at this hour?'

Reina noted from the clock on the wall that it was just past 6 in the morning.
Thinking that everyone would still be asleep, she was careful not to wake anyone as she rose from her bed.

Just then, the door opened slightly.

"Hehe~ Reina... you're up early~"

A stunningly beautiful girl with dazzling blonde hair staggered into the room.

"Sister Judy?"

It was Judith Skyroad.

"Yes."

Reina didn't question why she had entered her room without knocking.
She was still too self-conscious to bring it up, but more importantly, Judith didn't look well.
Her sleepy face and unsteady gait suggested she wasn't fully conscious.

'Could Sister Judy be sleepwalking?'

The thought crossed her mind briefly, but seeing the maids waiting nearby looking troubled, it seemed Judith had already given some instructions.
Quietly closing the door behind her, Judith, still in her nightgown, lay down on Reina's bed and wrapped her arms around Reina's waist.

"Reina~ My sister~ Hehe~ I have a sister now..."

Judith's half-asleep state was clearly not normal.
Though embarrassed, Reina couldn't bring herself to push away Judith's hands, touched by the deep affection she was showing even in her unconscious state.

"Reina~ I wanted to sleep with you~ But we slept separately~ I don't like it~ Hmph~"

After mumbling these words in an unusual voice while hugging Reina's waist, Judith fell into a deep sleep, leaving Reina in an awkward situation.

'W-what should I do?'

With her waist held tight, she couldn't get up.
If she woke Judith, the girl would likely apologize and let go, but Reina felt bad about disturbing her when she was showing such affection in her sleep.
For the same reason, she couldn't forcibly remove Judith's arms for fear of waking her.

'I guess I'll just lie down.'

Though it was a bit precarious at the edge of the bed, Reina carefully lay down next to Judith.

'This is a first.'

It seemed like the first time she had shared a bed with someone.
At the Artin Duchy, she had always slept alone, never in her parents' embrace.
When she was very young, nurses were always on standby, but she had always slept alone, and that had been normal.

It was so normal that she had never thought of sleeping alone as frightening.
Rather, the thought of what trouble William might have caused while she slept was far more terrifying.

"Mmm. Huh?"

After about 40 minutes, Judith opened her eyes.
Reina was still lying with her back to Judith, still in her embrace.

"Reina?"

After about a minute, Judith, seemingly more awake now, called Reina's name.

"Ah, Sister Judy. Are you awake?"

Now that Judith was awake, Reina slowly removed Judith's loosened arms and got up.
Then she offered a morning greeting with a smile.

"Good morning."

"Yes, good morning. But why am I here... oh."

Judith seemed to remember something and glanced nervously at Reina before apologizing.

"I'm sorry... were you surprised?"

"Not at all, Sister Judy."

"I'm sorry. I guess I was so disappointed and sad that we couldn't sleep together on your first night here that I couldn't fall asleep until dawn... I must have done this while half-asleep."

"It's really fine."

Reina smiled slightly at Judith.

"It makes me happy to know that you like me so much."

"R-Reina."

Judith looked at her with a slightly touched expression.
This new family member, just one year older than her, seemed more like a younger sister than an older one—though Judith would be shocked to hear that thought. It was likely because she had been raised with so much love.

"Since I'm new here and don't know much, I hope you'll help me a lot."

"Of course! Leave it to me! I'll do my best to help you adjust and make this place feel like home!"

Judith spoke confidently, as if telling Reina to trust only her.
Reina simply smiled at her enthusiasm.

'Sister Judy is most like herself when she's bright and cheerful.'

Reina hoped that her sister would always remain as cheerful as she was now.
Every time Judith showed her bright attitude, Reina couldn't help but smile too.
That's how much Reina enjoyed seeing Judith's cheerful side.

"Now, let's wash up and go have breakfast!"

"Wash up?"

"Yes. We could call the maids to help, but that's troublesome, so I just do it myself... do you need them? Should I call for maids?"

"No. I prefer to do it myself too."

"Great! Let's do it together!"

Judith seemed delighted even at the prospect of washing up together with Reina.
She looked at Reina with such adoration that it was almost overwhelming. Though this kind of attention was new to Reina, she found it both awkward and wonderful.
It was completely different from the affectionate gazes that Theodore and Yuria had given her.

'Sister Judy might be hurt if she heard this, but...'

The affection from Theodore and Yuria had filled the void Reina felt from wanting proper siblings instead of her delinquent brother William.
Unlike them, Judith's affection was filling the void left by the Artin Duke and Duchess—her birth parents who had consistently failed her at crucial moments—and the unconditional love Reina had never received from them.

"Just adjust this and turn it, and warm water will come out. Let's use this."

"Okay."

The temperature control function of the washbasin was familiar to Reina, as the Artin Duchy had similar facilities.
After washing her face with warm water, it was time to go for breakfast.

"S-Sister! You shouldn't run like this!"

Reina found herself being pulled along by Judith, forced to run through the corridor.
Having always been told to behave properly, Reina had never imagined running in corridors.
But Judith was different.

"It's just for a moment~"

Judith, who had ignored Theodore's countless warnings about not running in corridors, wasn't about to stop at Reina's single protest.
As a result, Reina arrived at the dining room slightly sweaty from the run.

"Oh dear, Judy. Running again?"

"Ugh, Mom."

They were caught by the Duchess of Skyroad.
She looked at Judith with a stern expression and said:

"How many times have Theodore and I told you? Judy, don't run inside the house. What if you fall and hurt yourself? And you even made Reina run with you. Could you take responsibility if your sister gets hurt?"

"Ugh, that's..."

Judith looked at Reina with an apologetic expression.
Normally, given her bright personality, she might have playfully brushed off the scolding with something like, "I might do it again next time~"
But perhaps because Reina was involved, she seemed to take this reprimand more seriously than usual.

"I'm sorry, Reina. I was just so excited to run with my sister... I'm really sorry."

When Judith apologized to her, Reina read the emotion in her eyes.
It was responsibility.
She was beginning to feel responsible for Reina as an older sister.

'She doesn't need to feel responsible over something like this.'

Thinking this, Reina smiled and said:

"It was my first time running with you too, so I was excited. And it was my first time doing something so rebellious."
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Rayna was sincere.
If she had disliked it, she would have resisted fiercely during the process.

"Rayna..."

Judith smiled at Rayna's words.
She was genuinely happy that Rayna said she was excited.

"Judy. Still, set a good example as an older sister."

The Duchess Skyroad said this, but Judith went to Rayna's side and pressed her cheek against Rayna's while speaking.

"Yes~ Hehe~ How can our Rayna be so cute and lovable? I'm so happy that Rayna is my sister!"

"M-me too."

"Aww~ How does our Rayna speak so prettily and adorably?"

Rayna awkwardly smiled at Judith who was rubbing her cheek against hers.
She wasn't used to receiving such active affection, but it wasn't an unpleasant feeling.
Perhaps without realizing it, she had been wanting not just gentle affection but this kind of enthusiastic love.

"Hey, Judy. Rayna must be hungry. Let's go in."

"Yes~ Rayna, let's go. Shall we sit side by side and eat together?"

"Yes, I'd like that."

"Great! Hehe~"

Judith was so happy with Rayna's answer that she couldn't stop smiling.
Seeing the two of them like this, the Duchess Skyroad also smiled.

When they entered the dining room together, Duke Skyroad, who had arrived earlier and was waiting, greeted them.

"Good morning, Judy, Rayna."

"Good morning, Father~"

Judith greeted him back with a bright smile.

"Good morning... sir."

Rayna felt awkward in this cheerful breakfast atmosphere.
For her, breakfast had always been a time when the family gathered, but it was never a warm occasion. Recently, she had even skipped breakfast and fled out of fear of William's violence.
In truth, there wasn't anything that didn't feel awkward to her.

"Sit down first. You must be hungry, so let's eat breakfast."

"Yes!"

"Yes."

Rayna sat next to Judith as she led her.
Then she watched as the maids placed warm breakfast items on the table.

This breakfast consisting of scrambled eggs, sausages, cherry tomatoes, hash browns, bacon, and muffins was a familiar morning menu to Rayna.

"Rayna. If it's not enough, just tell me. I'll share mine with you."

Duke Skyroad laughed at Judith's words.

"Haha, Judy must be very happy to have a sister?"

"Yes! I mean, of course, Father. How could I not be happy when I've gained such a lovable younger sister—ugh..."

Judith tried to speak casually as usual but suddenly switched to a formal tone she wasn't used to, and ended up tripping over her words.
She was trying to look impressive in front of her younger sister but made a mistake.
The Duke and Duchess Skyroad were struggling to hold back their laughter at the sight.

"Hehe."

And Rayna laughed too.
Everything was pleasant and nice to see.

* * *

Becoming a Young Lady of House Skyroad also came with certain obligations.
Rayna was aware of this fact and accepted the class schedule placed before her.

*This is much better than dealing with William's problems.*

The Duke and Duchess Skyroad considered basic education essential, but they gave their daughters the freedom to choose which path they would take in the future.
They didn't use Theodore, who was exceptional at almost everything, as the standard, but simply gave them normal choices.

They would respect their decision even if they chose the path of the sword or magic, but Judith Skyroad herself had little enthusiasm for swords and magic.
She only learned the basics of swordsmanship for health purposes.
In comparison, Rayna felt somewhat interested in swordsmanship.

*I just wanted to clear my mind and swing a sword.*

This would have been unimaginable in House Artin.
She had been too busy for such luxuries.

"Ughh."

And now she awkwardly watched as Judith looked like she was about to die.

"I don't want to study..."

Judith was learning the basic education required as a Young Lady, but she greatly disliked the study time.
However, despite her complaints, Judith dutifully completed the necessary studies, and there was also a reason why she wasn't enthusiastic about swords and magic.
Rayna was surprised to discover that Judith possessed an unexpected power.

*I can't believe that Lady Judy has divine power.*

Judith Skyroad was, surprisingly, a possessor of divine power.
This was something Rayna had never considered.
It made sense because Judith's free-spirited personality was far from the solemn image of a priestess.

*Lady Judy doesn't seem to like it much either.*

Given Judith's free-spirited nature, she extremely disliked the restricted life of a priestess.
Therefore, she didn't particularly like her divine power either.

And anyway, Rayna also ended up taking classes with Judith, but a problem arose.

"Young Lady Rayna doesn't really need to learn this."

The basic knowledge required as a Young Lady was something Rayna had already mastered long ago.

"You've already learned everything that needs to be taught. Moreover, it seems you've had several years of practical experience."

"It just happened that way."

Rayna replied with an awkward smile to the tutor's words.
Because of William, she had to mature early and handle actual work, so she had experienced many practical tasks.
She now had enough knowledge to be employed as an administrator in House Skyroad.

"Ugh~ Rayna. Don't leave me behind."

Judith, who had expected to study together, whined to Rayna when her expectations were betrayed, but Rayna could tell she wasn't being serious.
She was just jokingly lamenting.

"Could I stay here and help with Lady Judy's tutoring?"

Rayna asked the tutor.
She planned to stay with Judith as she wished, not leaving, but as an assistant to the tutor rather than as a student.

"If Young Lady Rayna wishes, I won't object."

The tutor didn't oppose either.

"From tomorrow's class, Young Lady Rayna can help me."

"Yes, I'll do my best."

After that was decided, lunchtime was also spent with the family gathered in the dining room, where they conversed about trivial everyday matters.
And in the afternoon, Rayna finally got to learn the swordsmanship she wanted.
Honestly, she was amazed that someone was assigned to teach her right after she mentioned it.

"Young Lady. Sir Lea, who will be teaching you, has arrived at the training ground."

Rayna immediately stood up at the butler's report.

"Thank you for letting me know."

"Hoho, it's nothing."

The butler looked at Rayna with a fond gaze.

*He came to tell me despite being busy.*

Rayna had heard about the butler.
She was told that he had watched Theodore and Judith since they were young and was quite close to both of them.
Seeing how kindly he treated her as well, she thought he must indeed be a good person who was close to them.

"Rayna, let me come with you."

"Sister?"

At that moment, Judith volunteered to accompany Rayna to the place where she would learn swordsmanship.

"If our Rayna gets hurt, I need to heal her right away, so your big sister will go with you! Hehe~ You can count on me!"

Rayna smiled at Judith's confident words.

"Yes. I'll be in your care."

Knowing it was best to simply accept the offer at times like this, Rayna didn't add anything else.

"Yes! Rayna, let's go~"

"Yes, hehe."

And so the two went to the training ground, holding hands like real sisters.

"I pay my respects to Young Lady Judith and Young Lady Rayna. I am Lea, a knight of House Skyroad."

The knight who introduced herself as Lea bowed respectfully to Judith and Rayna.

"Yes, nice to meet you. Sir Lea, you look pretty today too?"

"Hehe, Young Lady Judith is bright as always today."

Naturally, she, as a female knight of House Skyroad, was already acquainted with Judith, the Young Lady of House Skyroad.

"Yes, I'll entrust our Rayna to you. I can trust you with this, Sir Lea."

"Yes, Young Lady. I will do my best to teach Young Lady Rayna swordsmanship."

As their conversation was ending, Rayna also greeted her.

"Nice to meet you, Sir Lea. I'm Rayna."

Still feeling awkward about openly calling herself Rayna Skyroad, she only stated her first name for now.

"Yes, I will do my best to teach Young Lady Rayna swordsmanship."

"Yes! I'll do my best too!"

And so, Rayna was gradually adapting to her new daily life in House Skyroad.

Ch.91 - {William's World}
# William's World

William Artin.
He thought he was the most special person in the world.

"William, you are the chosen one."

"You will save this world from the apocalypse. You are a hero."

These words from his parents had sounded so natural to William since childhood.

'I am the chosen one.'

The "chosen one" was himself.
The highest seat of glory belonged to him alone, above all others.

[Look at my power and you'll understand? The real chosen one wasn't you, but me. The special human selected to save the world wasn't garbage like you, but me.]

"D-don't make me laugh! T-that can't be! You were just a human who didn't even know your own existence... someone who didn't need to exist! I-I'm the chosen one! I am the chosen one!"

But that seemingly obvious premise was shattered by the appearance of Theodore Skyroad.
Things had become complicated after learning that his identity was actually Theodore Artin, his twin brother who had disappeared 11 years ago.

His plan to assassinate Theodore had failed.
His plan to kidnap Yuria Arsein, whom Theodore possessed, and make her his woman had also failed.

Theodore had taken everything from him.
His most important function as a man, and his status and reputation.

"Grrrr."

William Artin refused to accept the current situation.
He found his parents' powerless resignation pathetic.

'Damn it. Instead of just treating him like a non-existent son and ignoring him, they should have killed him for sure!'

William felt anger from Monday morning at the Duke and Duchess Artin's sloppy handling of the matter.
He thought all his suffering was due to his parents' carelessness.

'No, it's all because Dad and Mom handled things so sloppily.'

They should have just killed the other one, leaving only himself, the chosen one.
Wouldn't that have prevented all these other claims?

Thinking this sincerely, William Artin imagined countless times that Theodore Skyroad would just die.
All his direct attempts to kill Theodore had failed, and the undeniable fact was that Theodore Skyroad was too strong for him to handle.

'Damn it. Isn't there some way?'

Sending assassins had already failed, with no chance of success.
There was no way to deal with that crazy monster who could freely control time and space.

'If only he died, everyone would depend on me again.'

William's expression turned grim.
He recalled the past before Theodore's arrival.
There were those who doubted he might not be the chosen one, but since there was no alternative, mentioning Theodore's name had become taboo.

'I need to go back to that time.'

He had to return to that time.
With that thought, William vowed to use any means necessary if he could go back.

'Theodore, that bastard will probably come to class today too.'

William gritted his teeth as he recalled his male function that had been stopped because of Theodore.

'Damn it, me being impotent!'

The fact that there was a problem with his sexual function was still known only to him and Theodore.
He was being cautious in case treatment failed and rumors spread.

And fortunately, because all rumors were focused on Theodore Skyroad, no one questioned why William had cut off his relationships with the promiscuous women. Everyone had apparently concluded on their own that he couldn't afford to be obsessed with women due to Theodore's existence.

'Just wait. Once I bring you down and all my problems are solved, then Yuria Arsein. I'll make that wench cry out in pleasure beneath me.'

With that thought, the beautiful image of Yuria Arsein appeared in William's mind.
It was hard to believe such perfect beauty existed even after seeing her with his own eyes.
Moreover, her bursting, full, and elastic breasts and buttocks made his mouth water just by looking at them.
However, unlike before, the problem was that his body showed no reaction when recalling Yuria's beautiful appearance and sensual body due to his sexual dysfunction.

"ARGHHHH!"

William, only reconfirming the fact that he was sexually crippled, grabbed his head and screamed.
But the maids outside seemed accustomed to his behavior and didn't come to check.
Rather, they seemed to avoid him with frightened expressions.

'Hehehe, yes. I will definitely reclaim my position.'

William, who started laughing sinisterly again, was truly a madman.
And as he rose from his seat, he suddenly headed to Minst Academy, where he had been absent every day without notice.

Using teleportation magic to instantly travel from the Artin Duke's residence to Minst Academy, he headed toward the main building.
He intended to at least outwardly attend classes today.

'Theodore won't be able to treat me carelessly there.'

Theodore tended to choose to threaten him privately rather than attacking him publicly in front of others.
Recalling this fact, William was confident that Theodore couldn't treat him carelessly in front of many people.

'He won't use that strange power that slows down time either.'

If he suddenly used it in front of many people, it would look strange to everyone if Theodore didn't return to his original position and posture when he restored time to normal.
If that happened, he would likely reveal the existence of his time-slowing power, which he probably wanted to keep as a trump card.

'I'll watch you up close. And remind myself of this humiliation and anger even more.'

Armed with hatred toward Theodore, William stepped into the main building of Minst Academy with his burning emotions.
Immediately, numerous gazes turned toward him.

"Look at that."

"William Artin..."

"That fake."

"The fake has the nerve to show up."

"Hey, be quiet. You know he has a nasty temper, right?"

William gritted his teeth upon hearing people who wouldn't have dared to make a sound in front of him before now calling him a fake.

*Grind*

'Yes. I'll make all of you bow your heads and tremble again. No, I won't spare anyone who disrespected me. Whether it's the Emperor of the Britannia Empire or the Imperial Princess, I won't discriminate!'

Despite making such vows internally, there was nothing he could do right now.
Even someone who had lived as recklessly as he had knew that much.

'Damn it.'

However, the current situation where everyone disrespected him was a terribly wrong world in his eyes.
He was the real chosen one, and he was the one who should be special and revered.
Any world that wasn't like that was wrong.

"Look over there!"

"Theodore Skyroad!"

"The real chosen one!"

*Grind*

William gritted his teeth as he saw all the academy students, regardless of department or year, gazing at Theodore Skyroad with fervent eyes.
That enthusiastic response and reverence should have been directed at him.
The thought that Theodore Skyroad was enjoying what had been stolen from him made his teeth grind involuntarily.

'Theodore!'

He was coming to school with his fiancée, Yuria.
And praise for him could be heard from all around.

"No wonder his swordsmanship is good enough to beat Professor Benjamin, and his magic is at the level of a great mage."

"Right. It's because he's the real chosen one that he has such skills."

"It's really fortunate that Theodore isn't participating in this tournament. Ugh."

"That's true. And if Theodore had participated, the betting would have been filled only with people betting on his victory, making the betting itself impossible."

Everyone was calling Theodore the real chosen one and talking about how his abilities were so great because he was the chosen one.

'Damn it. No. I, I am the real chosen one! Praise me, not that bastard!'

William thought that if the world was like this, it might as well end.
A world like this would be better off gone.

At that moment, Theodore and William's eyes met.

"......"

But that moment didn't last long.
Theodore turned his head away as if William had no value to him.
William gritted his teeth at his blatant disregard.

'You dare ignore me? You, who was abandoned by your own parents for being useless? F*ck!'

William vowed to restore this wrong world to its original state.
And he would give Theodore Skyroad the most miserable death for the crime of coveting the position of the chosen one.
He would make Yuria Arsein atone for the sin of spreading her legs for a fake by bearing his child.
And he would show hell to Reina, no longer his sister but a traitor who had sided with the fake.

* * *

'He still hasn't changed.'

Theodore already knew from William's appearance that he had become a terrible monster beyond help.
However, he no longer intended to pay attention to such a person.

'Four more days until Friday.'

He needed to continue helping Yuria prepare for the tournament during that time.
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Yuria could clearly feel the changed gazes as soon as she arrived at the academy.
Those gazes were directed not at her but at Theodore standing beside her.
However, Yuria sensed that Theodore did not welcome those stares.

'No, I think he just hates it.'

Theodore seemed displeased with the attention around him.
If it hadn't been for Reina, he wouldn't have revealed the fact that he was a Chosen One this early.

'Still, I'm glad Theo is that kind of person.'

If he had been someone who ignored Reina's suffering, she wouldn't have respected him.
Naturally, she wouldn't have loved him either.

'Who's that?'

Just then, Yuria saw a familiar man approaching her.
It was Owen Lawrence, the top student in the second-year swordsmanship department.

"Lady Arsein, excuse me, but I came to ask you something."

He appeared to have business with Yuria, not Theodore.

"Please go ahead."

With Yuria's permission, Owen nodded and said:

"I heard you're participating in this tournament. I wanted to let you know that although I lost our previous match, I am determined to win in this tournament."

Owen's eyes were filled with competitive spirit as he spoke.
His determination to defeat Yuria Arsein, the swordswoman who had beaten him before, was evident.

'At least he's a proper martial artist.'

In Yuria's view, he was one of the few people at Minst Academy—which had been ruined by William Artin—who still maintained the mindset of a true martial artist.

"I've spent the weekend contemplating what you said about rules not being broken, but people breaking themselves. I want to prove that I, at least, have not broken myself."

"Yes, and I intend to achieve my goal by winning this tournament."

Yuria boldly declared that her aim was to win the tournament.
Owen nodded at her confident statement.

"I too will do my best to win. I'll take my leave now."

After saying this, he headed not to the classroom for lessons but to the training room assigned to swordsmanship students.
He intended to build his skills by directly training his body and practicing swordsmanship with the equipment there.

"Top students are allowed to skip all classes, right?"

"Yes. Since they're participating in the tournament, they're told to focus on preparation."

In contrast, students who had applied for the tournament but weren't top-ranked in their departments and years still had to attend classes.
Even those ranked second weren't exceptions, and especially Theodore and Yuria, who were exchange students from Jeiha Academy, didn't have the privilege of skipping classes.

"Can't be helped. But I'll prepare perfectly during the remaining time."

Yuria believed that her regular training and the time spent organizing what she had learned from Theodore over the weekend hadn't been in vain.
With Theodore's teachings, she had grown significantly as a martial artist, and she would continue to train diligently in the remaining time.

'I will never lose.'

As Yuria thought this, she suddenly remembered last week's class.
Last Monday, for the first class, she had worn the regulation uniform but had to change midway because of the skirt.
In contrast, today she came wearing black leather hot pants and a matching white t-shirt.

In truth, considering the performance of various magical treatments and production costs, no outfit was as efficient as this one, but unlike Theodore who was dressed in ordinary men's uniform, her attire had to be fixed this way.

When they entered the lecture hall—a venue boasting enough space for hundreds of students—Yuria sat in the same seat she had occupied since last week, and Theodore sat beside her.
As soon as he sat down, Theodore placed his hand on hers, and Yuria quietly accepted it.

"Look at that."

"Lady Yuria... and the Chosen One."

"To think he was really a Chosen One."

"No wonder he was insanely strong."

"He's not participating in this tournament, right?"

"Of course not, idiot. Haven't you heard what everyone's been saying?"

Yuria felt most people's attention focused solely on Theodore.
Although she had directly defeated Owen Lawrence, the top second-year student of the swordsmanship department, in last week's first class, there was no talk about that.
Not that there was no talk about her at all.

"Lady Yuria is still..."

"Her beauty is truly beyond adaptation. How can someone be so beautiful?"

"As expected, the fiancée of the Chosen One has beauty beyond human limits."

Now that Theodore had been revealed as a Chosen One, Yuria's existence was being evaluated merely as a woman beautiful enough to be worthy of being with the Chosen One.
Though she had expected this, Yuria felt somewhat disappointed by this fact.

'It doesn't matter. If I were to be discouraged by this much, I wouldn't have started in the first place.'

She had already anticipated such reactions.
And in fact, not just her but Theodore had also expected these reactions, which is why he had apologized to her in advance.

"He truly stands above the heavens, as they say."

"That's a real Chosen One. Not a fake like William..."

"Indeed."

However, seeing Theodore's abilities being recognized by many people made her feel a bit envious.
But Yuria, who knew well the difference in skill between them, resolved to work harder because of that envy.

"Theo, I will definitely become stronger."

"Yes, and I'll do my best to help you."

"Yes. Apart from loving you, I haven't forgotten my promise."

She hadn't abandoned her determination to become strong enough to give Theodore's handsome face a good hit.

"Haha, I never thought I'd look forward to the day I get hit by you. I sincerely hope you grow that much."

From Theodore's perspective, getting hit wouldn't actually be pleasant, but at the same time, he genuinely wished for Yuria to grow to that extent.
Hearing his expectation, Yuria strengthened her resolve even more.

'Even if it's difficult and people ignore me, it doesn't matter.'

In the end, she just needed to work harder and become stronger until everyone had no choice but to acknowledge her.
With none other than Theodore Skyroad—a genius so exceptional it was almost annoying—teaching her as her fiancé and beloved partner, it would be remiss of her not to grow to that extent.

Seeing her reignite her passion as a swordswoman, Theodore smiled and said:

"Haha, as expected, it suits you to be burning with such passion."

"You think so?"

"Yes."

And then Theodore sent a message that only she could hear in her mind, with a hint of jest:

- And just as you always ride well on top of me at night, don't lose your passion for trying to defeat me in swordsmanship.

Displeased that he would make such a comparison, Yuria lightly hit Theodore's hand that was placed on hers with her other hand.
But Theodore only smiled gently.
If anything, this action seemed to make her look cute to him.

"Theo, you know that apart from loving you, I still find you somewhat annoying, right?"

"Can't be helped. As you said, the fact that I appear to be an annoying man because I'm too exceptional won't change."

"Haah~ That's true. But my determination to become strong enough to defeat you in swordsmanship someday won't change either, so you'd better be careful not to let me catch up."

"I look forward to it."

Seeing Theodore sincerely hoping for her to grow that much, Yuria was determined to fulfill that expectation.

'Come to think of it, I used to be embarrassed by this kind of skinship before...'

Was it because they had already shared their bodies?
Unlike before, she didn't feel particularly embarrassed.
Having already done everything there was to do, she had become too deeply involved to feel embarrassment about such things.

At that moment, she saw Professor Benjamin Dizston, today's class instructor, entering the room.
As he came in, his gaze first went to Theodore, then briefly to Yuria sitting beside him, before looking away.

"Good to see everyone again today."

Professor Benjamin greeted everyone after climbing onto the platform.

"Today, Owen Lawrence is absent from class due to the top student's privilege to train individually. And there's another absence... no, never mind."

Before Professor Benjamin could finish speaking, the lecture hall door opened again and someone entered.

'That person!'

Yuria immediately recognized who it was.
A man with black hair and blue eyes... with a face so identical to Theodore's that it was strikingly handsome, but unlike him, exuding a sinister and dark atmosphere—it was William Artin.
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"William Artin?"

"He actually showed up for class?"

The second-year students of the Swordsmanship Department at Minst Academy were all surprised to see William attending class. William Artin had always shown an irresponsible attitude, skipping classes to spend time with women instead.

"Well, now that he's been exposed as not being The Chosen One, I guess he can't just fool around anymore."

"He's nothing but a good-for-nothing."

"I heard House Artin isn't doing so well these days."

"Yeah. It serves them right after it was revealed they let The Chosen One go to another country."

Students who had envied William Artin until recently were now at the forefront of mocking him. While Yuria felt deep contempt for William Artin, she found the students' attitudes equally despicable.

*These people have fallen so low...*

In Yuria's eyes, they were people who had lost their aspirations as warriors, unworthy of being here. Their attitudes were so pathetic and contemptible that she didn't want to associate with them.

Of course, this didn't change her assessment of William Artin. He was even more contemptible than they were.

"Grrrr."

William gritted his teeth, expressing anger at the stares directed at him. Whenever he shifted his gaze, students who made eye contact with him quickly closed their mouths and looked away. Excluding Owen, Theodore, and Yuria herself, William was the strongest among them as the second-ranked student. No one wanted to get on his bad side, so while they gossiped in groups, they avoided his gaze for fear of being singled out.

*How pathetic.*

Their behavior was truly pitiful. She couldn't understand why they had taken up the sword in the first place.

They had no will to protect anyone.
They had no desire to become stronger and gain honor.
They had no intention of using their strength for their own beliefs.
They didn't even seem to enjoy the pure satisfaction of becoming stronger.

Yuria had taken up the sword because she loved it. She wanted to become strong enough to be an impressive older sister who could protect her precious ones, especially her friend Ashley and her younger sister Lilia. Becoming a skilled swordswoman renowned throughout the continent was her dream and goal. She also wanted to become strong enough to be of some help to Theodore in his mission to save the world. And above all, she felt joy in seeing her skills improve with each training session.

*Why did they all join the Swordsmanship Department when they feel nothing for it?*

Yuria truly couldn't understand them. And then:

"So noisy with all your chattering. Damn it!"

William kicked the floor in irritation. She could see him glaring at Theodore with bloodshot eyes, full of hatred. However, Theodore was looking back at him with indifferent eyes, showing no interest.

"I'm the real Chosen One! I'm the real one! Theodore, no, Theodore Artin was ignored since he was two years old because he couldn't demonstrate any abilities as The Chosen One! You fools! You'll regret this! Daring to side with that incompetent trash who wasn't even treated as a son instead of me, the real Chosen One—ugh?!"

As William was shouting madly after entering the classroom, Professor Benjamin struck the back of his head.

"You brat! What nonsense are you spouting in my class? If you're going to be loud and disrupt the class, just leave."

William glared at Professor Benjamin after being hit on the head.

"Class, class, class! Fine, I'll participate in your class! Professor Benjamin, may I choose an opponent?"

William asked with murderous eyes. Professor Benjamin clicked his tongue at the sight.

"Yuria."

Theodore, who had been sitting and watching the scene, called out to Yuria.

"Yes, Theo."

"William is probably planning to challenge you."

"Me?"

This was something Yuria had already anticipated. But she pretended not to know and asked Theodore, who explained kindly even though he probably guessed she already knew.

"Yes, he doesn't think he can win against me, so he plans to challenge you under the pretext of a sparring match and humiliate you in front of everyone."

"What would you like me to do, Theo?"

Yuria asked with a slight smile. Her decision was already made, and she wouldn't back down even if Theodore tried to stop her. Theodore also smiled faintly and said:

"You've already made your decision, haven't you? Would you listen if I tried to stop you?"

"Hmm, no, I wouldn't."

"Then do as you wish. I believe you'll win."

"Yes. I'll live up to that belief."

Yuria's hand, which had been under Theodore's, flipped over. Their palms naturally met, and they gently held hands. As they smiled, feeling each other's warmth, William's voice was heard.

"Yuria Arsein! I heard you defeated Owen Lawrence, so I challenge you to a sparring match!"

As an exchange student, Yuria could actually refuse this challenge. If she had been a regular student at Minst Academy, she would have become the top student of the second-year Swordsmanship Department after defeating Owen Lawrence, the current top student. But as an exchange student, she couldn't officially become the top student, so she didn't have the obligation to accept challenges unconditionally.

Of course, even the top student could refuse challenges with legitimate reasons like poor health, but the second-ranked student's challenge was difficult to refuse without a truly urgent reason.

"He challenged Lady Yuria?"

"Is he challenging Lady Yuria Arsein because she defeated Owen Lawrence?"

"I guess he's still afraid of The Chosen One."

The students viewed William's challenge to Yuria both as a challenge to someone who had defeated the top student Owen, and simultaneously as him targeting Theodore's fiancée because he was too afraid to face Theodore himself. But since Yuria had already demonstrated her skill by defeating Owen Lawrence in her first class, everyone assumed she should naturally accept this challenge.

Although she wasn't obligated to accept, it would seem strange for someone who had defeated the top student to refuse a challenge that was part of the top student's duties. Moreover, William was still officially the second-ranked student in the second-year Swordsmanship Department, making his challenge especially significant.

"By sparring, do you mean you're challenging me right here and now?"

"That's right! Are you scared?"

At those words, Yuria released Theodore's hand and stood up.

"I gladly accept your challenge."

Standing up, Yuria touched the handle of the sword at her waist.

"Yuria, don't let your guard down."

"Yes, Theo. Don't worry. I'll definitely return victorious."

Yuria smiled at Theodore as she went down the stairs.

"Hmm. This wasn't planned, but it will make a good example! I'll be the referee! Both of you, get up on the platform!"

Professor Benjamin didn't stop the match, seeing educational value in this unexpected situation where the second-ranked student was challenging an exchange student who had defeated the top student. He clearly thought it would be beneficial for the students to learn something from watching their duel.

*I have no intention of losing.*

Yuria took her position despite guessing what kind of humiliation William was plotting to inflict on her in this duel. He was probably planning to embarrass her so severely she wouldn't be able to hold her head up, but her pride wouldn't allow her to run away from this.

Before they even drew their swords on the platform, William gave a sinister smile.

"Hehe, I can see your large breasts bouncing even through your clothes."

Yuria frowned slightly at the blatant harassment.

"Your level of speech is quite low."

"How dare a woman who spreads her legs for that guy speak so freely to me. You should be spreading your legs and shaking your ass for me, the real Chosen One."

William seemed to genuinely believe what he was saying. But his purpose in saying such vulgar things in this setting was to disturb Yuria's composure, hoping she would swing her sword in anger and become full of openings. However, Yuria had a powerful counter.

"It's remarkable that someone with erectile dysfunction like you can say such things. It must be painful to be unable to have children and produce an heir for your family. How sad that you're venting your frustrations here."
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A moment of silence passed.
Not just for William, but for everyone.

Professor Benjamin and the second-year Swordsmanship Department students who had been listening to their conversation were equally stunned.

"Did I just hear that correctly?"

"What's that supposed to mean? Is William impotent?"

"Seems that way."

"Come to think of it, William suddenly cut off all relationships with women."

"So that's why... because he became sexually disabled..."

William looked flustered as he heard the students' murmuring voices.
He apparently never imagined Yuria would know about his condition.

"Argh! This wench! You dare insult me with such nonsense?"

William's response was to rage and deny that her words were false.
But Yuria drew her sword, took a stance, and said:

"I swear on the name of House Arsein, there is no falsehood in my words."

Yuria went so far as to stake the name of her own family, House Arsein, on the truth of her statement.
Although she wasn't from the Britannia Empire, the weight of the eldest daughter of House Arsein—one of the Three Great Duchies of the Arkan Empire—staking her family name was immense.

Unlike the delinquent William, she had always been seen as an exemplary swordswoman who walked the path of the sword with passion.
Watching her participate in tournaments and aim for victory, a small but growing number of people were beginning to question the atmosphere of Minst Academy that had been corrupted by William Artin.

"If it's Young Lady Yuria's word, it's trustworthy."

"True. From what we've seen, she's a proper warrior."

"Though she's a foreign student, we should learn from her. She's an exemplary student in our eyes."

The previously silent students quietly lent their support to Yuria's claims.
There had always been students like Owen who lamented the academy's corruption.

"Hah~ Look at all these self-righteous people gathered here."

"But isn't what she's saying true?"

"That's right. Young Lady Yuria doesn't seem like the type to tell such lies. Especially when she's staking her family name on it."

Even the students whom Yuria considered contemptible delinquents showed trust in her words.
Even Professor Benjamin didn't seem to doubt her statement.

"Grr!"

William gritted his teeth.

"Fine. Then I'll test you right here and now!"

He blurted out the outrageous threat of rape, causing Professor Benjamin to shout:

"William Artin! Do you realize what you just said?"

To rape a foreign student, the Young Lady of House Arsein?
And moreover, the fiancée of the Chosen One.
Even if he hadn't attempted it yet, the mere suggestion was a serious problem.

"Don't interfere."

But it was Yuria who stopped Professor Benjamin.

"Yuria?"

Professor Benjamin called her name, and Yuria replied:

"I'll handle this myself."

"But this isn't just a sparring match anymore."

Professor Benjamin tried to step in as a professor to prevent a major incident. But Yuria coldly glared at William and said:

"He won't be able to defeat me anyway. Please understand if I get a bit rough."

Yuria truly had no doubt she would win.
Her efforts weren't so shallow as to lose to someone who merely relied on innate talent without hard work.

*How disgusting.*

Yuria thought William Artin was truly repulsive.
After his harassment was exposed with the truth, he was trying to cover it up with threats of rape.
Though she knew she wouldn't actually be raped since he was impotent, he would still try to humiliate her.

"Not just that bastard, but his woman dares to insult me like this? Damn it!"

William glared at Yuria with furious eyes.
Seeing his extreme anger with bloodshot eyes, Yuria wondered how twin brothers could be so different.

"Hehehe, fine. I'll teach you a proper lesson. I'll make you cry and beg for forgiveness."

As he gave a sinister laugh, Yuria looked not at him but at Theodore.
Theodore was staring coldly at William, repeatedly clenching and unclenching his fist, clearly restraining himself from intervening.

*Please don't interfere.*

Conveying this will with her gaze, Theodore gave a slight nod.
He was trusting her to punish William with her own hands.

*This is no longer a sparring match.*

This had become a duel disguised as a sparring match.
In this duel, she was determined to win.
And make William Artin pay for his insults.

"Sigh, I have no choice."

Professor Benjamin, seeing that Yuria had no intention of backing down, nodded.

"But if anyone crosses the line, I won't stand idle."

Having set his boundaries as a professor, he would no longer stop the confrontation.

"Hehe."

William looked at Yuria with a leering gaze, his eyes roaming over her chest and thighs.
But his trembling eyes revealed his despair at his own condition—his body showing no reaction despite looking at Yuria's beautiful curves.
Seeing this, Yuria snorted and said:

"Forcing yourself to look lustful doesn't make me feel ashamed at all. It only makes you look pitiful."

Trying to hide his impotence by pretending to be lecherous only made him look pathetic and pitiful rather than angering her.
And this comment proved to be a more effective provocation than mere mockery.

"Argh! You damned woman! I'll make you cry and beg!"

Provoked by Yuria, William drew his sword and waited only for Professor Benjamin's signal to begin.

"Then let the duel begin."

As soon as Professor Benjamin announced the start, William charged first.

"Uaaaah!"

William's stance as he charged was as clean as someone who had practiced swordsmanship for years.
But Yuria could see the flaws.

*He lacks both experience and skill.*

William was ranked second in the second-year Swordsmanship Department.
But that also meant that despite his overwhelming talent, he had lost to Owen Lawrence.
Even with just a few months of training, he could easily reach a level that would take others years, but he hadn't utilized his talent.

CLANG!

Yuria didn't dodge his charge but met it with a downward strike.

"Gaaah!"

Using the rebound force imbued in her sword for the downward strike, what would normally have been an impact shared between both fighters was directed mostly toward William through her rebound technique.
As a result, William retreated with trembling hands and a pained cry.

"Grr."

William seemed to recognize Yuria's skill and gave her a slightly wary look.

"Tch, just a woman who spreads her legs for that bastard."

William threw out a vulgar provocation, but Yuria coldly retorted:

"The impotent one sure talks a lot."

"Argh! You damned woman!"

William screamed and began using a power other than swordsmanship.
It was psychokinesis.
He was using psychokinesis against Yuria.

But what he was trying to do with it was vulgar.

"How disgusting."

Yuria felt an invisible force trying to pull down her pants.
However, because she was wearing a belt, her pants didn't come down, foiling William's intention.

"Tch!"

William had planned to pull down Yuria's pants to humiliate her and create an opening.
But his psychokinesis was stopped by a mere belt.

"Hey, William! Psychokinesis? What are you doing using something other than swordsmanship!"

Professor Benjamin criticized William for using a power other than swords in the duel he was overseeing, but Yuria stopped him.

"It's fine. Let him use all his powers so he can't make excuses."

"Are you sure?"

"Yes. He's just desperately resorting to such vulgar tactics because he knows he can't beat me with his skills."

William gritted his teeth, perhaps finding Yuria's words arrogant.

"Fine! Let's see how long you can keep acting so haughty!"

Then William used his psychokinesis to try to strike Yuria's chest.
He intended to hit her ample bosom with psychokinesis to cause her both pain and humiliation, but Yuria simply raised her sword.

"Gaaah!"

William screamed and fell backward, struck by a force he never expected.
Yuria had detected his psychokinetic attack and used her sword imbued with rebound force to return the energy back to William.

"Attacking the chest of a woman who has a fiancé. How shameful. You're acting so disgustingly to hide the fact that you wouldn't feel any excitement even if you touched it."

"Grr, shut up. Shut up. SHUT UP. Someone like you... just a woman who spreads her legs for a fake... don't look down on meeeee!"

With a wild scream, William swung his sword indiscriminately at Yuria.
But his sword movements were incredibly clumsy, showing his lack of actual combat experience.
Yuria easily deflected his attacks, and after redirecting one of his strikes in a wide arc, she struck his face with the hilt of her sword.

"Guaaah?!"

With a strange cry, William fell backward.
Lying on the ground, he was bleeding from his nose and not moving.
The blow to his face had knocked him unconscious.

Yuria frowned as she looked at his fallen form.

*Fainting from just that.*

He could only make vulgar provocations; his skills were truly below expectations.
Yuria felt regret that she hadn't hit his face harder, displeased that someone with the same handsome face as Theodore could be so different.
But she couldn't attack someone who was already unconscious.

"The winner is Yuria Arsein."

Wooooah!

The students rose from their seats and erupted in enthusiastic applause and cheers at the sight of William's pathetic defeat.
But Yuria felt no joy hearing those cheers.

As she was thinking this while stepping down from the platform:

"Hehe, you let your guard down!"

William, who had somehow regained consciousness, grabbed her leg with his psychokinesis.
Caught by surprise, Yuria's steps momentarily halted.

"Argh! You disrespectful wench!"

William charged at Yuria from behind with his bare hands.
Yuria considered hitting him with her scabbard but quickly realized there was no need.
As he rushed toward her with the intent to choke her, he suddenly crashed face-first onto the floor.

"Gack?!"

As he kissed the floor, a cold voice was heard:

"Making vulgar comments throughout the match, and now trying to attack another man's woman from behind after losing. You're as filthy as the dirt you're crawling on, William."

Theodore's face was filled with cold fury.

"The match is already over, so there shouldn't be any problem if I deal with you now."
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Theodore Skyroad had clearly warned William Artin. He told him that after making him feel the consequences of carelessly messing with Yuria Arsein, he should spend the rest of his life crawling on the ground. But the verbal abuse William hurled at Yuria during their recent duel disguised as a sparring match was simply intolerable.

*It seems he quickly forgot my warning.*

Despite having been made into a eunuch as a permanent reminder, William still dared to harass Yuria right in front of him. Theodore wanted nothing more than to immediately put him back in his place.

*But I can't interfere right now.*

He had already told Yuria about how he had made William a eunuch. Though it wasn't particularly important, Yuria was now using this information effectively, throwing William's sexual harassment back in his face by bringing up his condition.

Yuria had always shown exemplary behavior as a martial artist, and Theodore knew better than anyone how hard-working and diligent she was. The other students, having witnessed her dedication, trusted her words over those of William, who was nothing but a delinquent. The credibility she demonstrated, even invoking the name of her House Arsein, ran deep.

*It's the difference in conduct.*

Theodore believed this assessment of Yuria Arsein was only natural. Otherwise, he would never have fallen for her, crossing the barricade he had set up, something he never expected to happen.

"Fine! Then I'll test you right here and now!"

When William spewed the outrageous threat of raping Yuria, Theodore almost raised his hand instinctively. If Yuria hadn't been in the middle of a duel, he would never have let William get away with it.

A cold fury rose within him, chilling even the surrounding air. If this anger were to be directed at William, Theodore couldn't be sure how far he would go.

But he couldn't interfere with Yuria's fight, so he had to endure for now.

"I'll handle this myself."

"But this isn't just a sparring match anymore."

"He won't be able to defeat me anyway. Please understand if I get a bit rough."

As Yuria stopped Professor Benjamin from intervening and insisted on handling it herself, Theodore thought this was just like her. He repeatedly clenched and unclenched his fist, restraining the urge to twist William's limbs right then and there.

*Don't interfere.*

Her gaze conveyed her determination to defeat him with her own hands, and Theodore could only nod slightly. Until her fight was over, he couldn't lay a hand on William.

And as expected, the duel ended with Yuria's overwhelming victory.

"Guuuargh?!"

William fell backward, bleeding from his nose and losing consciousness after being struck in the face with the hilt of her sword.

"The winner is Yuria Arsein."

Just as Yuria, now declared the winner, was coming down from the platform amid applause and cheers from the students, William regained consciousness and grabbed her leg using psychokinesis. This sudden attack stopped Yuria in her tracks.

"Arrrgh! You insolent wench!"

William charged at Yuria with his bare hands. He even jumped toward her with such force that it seemed he might strangle her.

*Now there's no reason to hold back.*

With that thought, Theodore increased the gravity around William's location.

"Guack?!"

As William crashed to the ground face-first in mid-charge, Theodore rose from his seat.

"After making lewd remarks throughout the match, you still try to attack someone else's woman from behind after losing. What crawling filth you are, William."

It truly was the ugliness of something crawling on the ground. Theodore had no intention of forgiving his insults toward Yuria. He could not forgive this crawling filth for speaking so carelessly to his fiancée, a woman he acknowledged.

Rising from his seat, he went down the stairs and stood before William. Even Professor Benjamin said nothing about his intervention.

He couldn't stand by when his fiancée was so openly insulted and even threatened with rape. Yuria and Theodore's eyes met briefly, but Yuria just smiled slightly and nodded.

"I'll leave this to you now, Theo."

She meant that her part was over, and now it was his turn.

"Yes, Yuria."

Nodding at Yuria's words, Theodore looked down at William.

"Grrrr! T-Theodore."

With the gravity gone, William could raise his head and look up at Theodore from close range. His eyes were filled with hatred, but also fear.

"William Artin, you were too afraid to confront me directly, so you waited for a crowd to gather before harassing Yuria in front of me."

At Theodore's words, the watching students began to murmur.

"Wow, really? That's truly pathetic."

"How despicable."

"So to summarize: when the real Chosen One appeared and exposed him as a fake, he resented the real Chosen One, but was too scared to confront him directly, so he tried to bully his fiancée instead, thinking she was an easier target. Is that it?"

"What kind of eyes does House Artin have to consider someone like him the Chosen One?"

William gritted his teeth. He was ashamed that his ugly intentions had been exposed. Yet he still failed to realize—or rather, chose to ignore—that what he should truly be ashamed of was his own actions.

*No, he's deliberately ignoring it.*

And there was no reason to tolerate such willful ignorance.

Theodore took out a glove from his spatial storage and threw it directly at William's face as he was trying to get up.

"Guk! What's this?"

"I, Theodore Skyroad, heir to the prestigious House Skyroad of the Arkan Empire, hereby declare my intention to make William Artin, heir to House Artin of the Britannia Empire, pay for the unspeakably vulgar insults he has directed at my fiancée, Yuria Arsein, and I challenge William Artin to a duel between the two of us."

Theodore's challenge to a duel had legitimate grounds. What William had done was publicly harass his fiancée. He had every right to punish this through a duel.

"Oh, a duel?"

"That's rare these days."

"Duels are uncommon nowadays, but... he can't refuse this one, can he?"

"Right. Refusing would mean forfeiting his title."

Although duels were rarely conducted in the current era due to the high risks involved, this was clearly a situation that warranted one by anyone's standards.

"W-why should I accept a duel? Urgh!"

However, William, out of fear of Theodore, publicly refused the duel. This naturally drew jeers from the students.

"Wow! He's refusing!"

"Isn't he going to be expelled from House Artin for this?"

"No, we should request the Imperial Family to expel him from nobility altogether."

"Right. He deserves to be excommunicated from the nobility."

William's expression hardened at the students' comments. He belatedly realized that this duel carried far more weight than he had imagined.

He gritted his teeth at the threat of losing his noble status.

"Urgh! I am the Chosen One. I am the Chosen One! Who are you talking about expelling? Excommunicating? Don't make me laugh! All of you, you'll regret this after you're dead!"

In the end, he started ranting again. But his body suddenly floated up onto the platform.

"You don't have the right to refuse this duel. If you try to refuse, I will force you to participate."

Theodore declared in a cold voice.

"T-this power?!"

William was greatly surprised by Theodore's power that had lifted his body. It was the same psychokinesis that he himself possessed! No, if anything, Theodore's psychokinesis seemed much stronger.

Of course it was. After all, Theodore was the original.

"Professor Benjamin. Excuse me, but I will conduct the duel on the platform."

"...Very well."

With Professor Benjamin's consent, Theodore stepped onto the platform. Even if Benjamin hadn't agreed, Theodore would have proceeded anyway. With such clear justification, no one could stop him now. Even if the Emperor of the Britannia Empire were to arrive, this duel could not be stopped.

"The time limit is five minutes. I won't drag this duel out longer than that."
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When Theodore mentioned the time limit, the students began to murmur.

"What? He's saying he'll finish it in 5 minutes?"

"Just 5 minutes?"

"Is he planning to take him down quickly?"

The students were naturally surprised by this.
But Yuria seemed to understand.
This was because Theodore had casually told her about his powers before.

"Very well. I'll provide a platform, so begin the duel."

Since it was only 5 minutes, Professor Benjamin appeared to want the students to learn something by watching the duel, as he had no right to stop it anyway. It would serve as a good demonstration during class time.
And personally, he seemed to want to see the duel of a Chosen One with his own eyes.

"Wait, hold on!"

William tried to stop it urgently, but the duel had already begun.

"Let's begin."

"Kuk!"

William gritted his teeth and was about to surrender immediately.

'If I surrender, the duel will end with my defeat, so he won't be able to take revenge using the duel as an excuse, right?'

That was his shallow thinking.
But Theodore could see right through his shallow thoughts.
He was already using a magic called Mind Scan to read William's thoughts.

"Huh?"

However, William felt something was off.
There was no effect on his body, but out of suspicion, he looked around.
He saw that everything around him was frozen.
No, everything was moving extremely slowly.

"Th-this?!"

He couldn't mistake it.
He immediately recalled the nightmarish scene he had experienced for the first time.
Theodore Skylord's power to slow down the flow of time to 1/1000th of its normal speed!

"The remaining time is now 5000 minutes."

The 5-minute time limit had instantly expanded 1000-fold to 5000 minutes.
83 hours and 20 minutes, or 3 days, 11 hours, and 20 minutes—this was how long the duel would now last.

And there was something different from last time.

"It's amazing to see every time."

Yuria Arsein was also unaffected by the slowed time.
Theodore had designated her as an exception as well.
In fact, he had shown her this power to slow down time a few times before.
It was mainly during their nighttime activities.
When they were intensely making love and she needed to rest, he would use it to extend their rest time or to prolong their sexual encounters.

"It's time for you to pay for insulting my fiancée."

"Ugh, aaaah! Spare me! Spare me! Keuaak?!"

As William suddenly started begging for his life, Theodore approached him and punched him in the face.

"Kueok?!"

William's face turned sideways.
And as he fell to the ground, Theodore said to him:

"I recommend you stand up properly and fight back. Otherwise, I might make you beg for death instead."

"S-spare me! Kueok!"

As William started with pleas for mercy, Theodore grabbed him by the collar and slammed him to the ground.

"Uaaaah!"

Barely getting up from the pain in his back, William desperately used his telekinesis against Theodore.
However, it was no different from clumsily flailing fists in the air, and Theodore blocked all of his telekinetic attacks midway using his own telekinesis.
After that, he began to beat William all over his body with telekinesis.

"Kueok, kuaak, uaaak!"

This was the very definition of helplessness.
William's struggles were meaningless.
And unlike Yuria who had knocked him out with one blow to the face, Theodore was deliberately controlling his strength to prevent William from losing consciousness.

"D-don't come! Uaaaaa!"

Perhaps from being beaten so much, William, gripped by the fear of death and with his telekinesis blocked, began wildly swinging his fists.
But his untrained fists had no chance of reaching Theodore.

"Anything will do. Use all the power you have and struggle."

Theodore said this while temporarily pausing his attack.
He deliberately left an opening for William Artin to counterattack.

"Ugh, uaaaah!"

Spotting the opening, William threw a punch at Theodore with a roar.
His fist, infused with ki, flew directly toward Theodore's face. He had some skill in martial arts, having trained for several years, not just in swordsmanship but in fist fighting as well.
Moreover, he had a natural talent for handling ki.

'How clumsy.'

But to Theodore's eyes, it was just a wasted talent with mediocre results.
He was avoiding all of William's attacks by simply moving his body slightly, and not a single one of William's punches even grazed him.

"William Artin, as I said before, you definitely had potential."

Theodore lightly struck William's leg.

"Uaaak!"

Just from having his leg kicked, William's stance crumbled.

'What a mess.'

If it had been Yuria, even if her leg was suddenly kicked and she felt severe pain, she would have gritted her teeth and endured it.
Of course, now that he loved her, it would be difficult for him to put her through such harsh training, but if he had, that's how it would have been.

But William's posture immediately faltered at the slightest pain, and all his attacks were clumsy.

"Blinded by ugly stubbornness and greed, neglecting all your duties and making no effort, you can't even defeat the top student in your year, let alone me."

Then Theodore lightly flicked his finger.

"Kuaaaa!"

William fell backward with a thud.

"5000 minutes have already passed 5 minutes."

"F-five minutes have passed! S-stop right now! The duel time is over!"

At the mention of five minutes passing, William hastily spoke up.
He wanted to end this hellish duel as quickly as possible.

"No, William Artin. Time is currently flowing at 1/1000th of its normal speed, so there's still a long way to go before the duel ends."

"N-no!"

William let out a cry of despair.
Theodore looked at him with cold eyes and cast a healing spell on his body.

"What's this?"

"Stand up. And struggle."

"Ugh, uuugh!"

William seemed to be starting to learn his lesson, as he stood up and clenched his fists.
But his face was already streaming with tears of pain, and his clenched fists were trembling.
His expression clearly showed that he was terrified.

"Uaaaah!"

In the midst of that terror, William desperately lashed out with telekinesis while throwing a punch.
However, Theodore neutralized his telekinesis and caught his fist with his bare hand.

"William Artin, this is the difference in class between you and me. No matter what means you use, you're no match for me. You're just an annoying piece of filth."

Theodore then squeezed William's fist in his hand.

Crack-

"Uaaaaak!"

William let out an agonizing scream as his bones broke.
Theodore squeezed hard as if trying to crush the bones to powder, and when William desperately threw a punch with his other hand, Theodore shattered it with telekinesis.

"Uaaaak! My, my haaaands!!!"

Looking down at William who had collapsed with agonizing screams, Theodore said:

"You won't be able to walk on your own for a while."

"N-no!"

Sensing something ominous from those words, William screamed in despair, his face wet with tears and mucus from the pain.
But Theodore mercilessly crushed both of his legs with telekinesis.

"Kuaaaak! Kuaaaaak!!!"

William let out insane screams of pain as both legs were crushed simultaneously.

"I warn you once more. If you ever dare to speak nonsense to my fiancée, Yuria Arsein, next time it won't end this lightly."

William couldn't even respond to Theodore's words, just frantically nodding his head, desperately praying for this pain to end quickly.

"I'll make sure this pain repeats for the full 5000 minutes."

After giving this warning, Theodore decided to end it after crushing William's hands and legs.
There was no need to pay more attention than necessary to such filth.

Thwack!

Theodore's telekinesis struck William's face like a hammer, and William collapsed unconscious on the floor with a broken nose.
As William fell, Theodore stepped down from the platform.
And Yuria, who was also exempt from the slowed time, approached him.

"Theo, are you very angry?"

That's what she asked as she approached him.
There was a slight smile in her gaze as she spoke.

"Yes, I'm quite angry. That scum crawling on the ground has a talent for making me this angry—what a useless talent he's cultivated."

Theodore affirmed her question, admitting his anger.
And Yuria smiled at his words.

"Thank you."

"For getting angry?"

"Yes. You got angry on my behalf, didn't you? So I'm grateful."

After saying this, Yuria approached Theodore and pressed her lips against his.
Feeling her small, pretty, soft lips against his, Theodore immediately embraced her.

Chu-up! Churup-chuwup!

The sound of their passionate kissing and intertwining tongues echoed.
But the only one who could hear this sound besides the two of them was William, collapsed on the floor with his legs crushed.
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A woman appeared.
A woman with a joyful smile could be seen.

'Ughhhh.'

Even with his face covered in tears and snot from the terrible pain—pain so severe it felt like the bones in his hand had been ground to powder—William could still see her.

'Yuria Arsein.'

Even in his agony, William thought her appearance was incredibly beautiful.

Her dazzling silver hair looked as if it had been spun from the finest melted silver.
Her blue eyes seemed to shine like jewels.
Her snow-white skin truly deserved the comparison to white jade.
Everything about her was in perfect harmony—from her surprisingly full breasts visible even through her t-shirt, to her slender and narrow waist, to the large, luscious curves of her buttocks wrapped in black leather hot pants.
Below those black hot pants, her long, slender legs boasted beautiful lines, and her voluptuous thighs were admirable just to look at.

'Ughh.'

Even in his terrible pain, William felt angry.
He thought Theodore Skyrod had everything.

'The chosen one... should be me...'

Even with his legs broken and hand bones completely pulverized, William's obstinacy knew no end.
His refusal to accept the reality that he was not the chosen one was no trivial stubbornness.

'That woman should be with me too. She's mine.'

William's eyes were filled with greed as he looked at Yuria.
Due to his sexual impairment, he couldn't feel any lust while looking at her.
But despite that, his desire for her continued to burn unquenchably.

'I will definitely recover.'

He was determined to restore his sexual function.
With that resolve, William imagined Yuria Arsein in his arms, moving her hips.
He tried to imagine undressing her and seeing her panting with each of his thrusts, but the problem was that his sexual function was impaired.

The image wouldn't properly form in his mind.
He kept feeling the despair that his sexual function was permanently damaged, and he would never even be able to dream about it.

"Ughhh."

Following his physical pain, William felt as if he was shedding tears of blood from his mental anguish.
He felt even more unable to forgive Theodore for causing him this suffering.

Chu-up! Chu-rup-chu-up!

At that moment, William saw Theodore embracing Yuria and kissing her.
Theodore's lips covered Yuria's small, pretty, soft pink lips and sucked on them passionately, while Yuria kissed back just as intensely.
William could even hear the sound of their tongues intertwining, and listening to that with his hands and legs shattered made him feel like he was going insane with rage.

'Grrrr, this damn bastard! Right in front of me, with my woman...'

Somehow in William's mind, Yuria had already become his woman.
Since he had set his sights on her, since he had decided, she absolutely had to be his woman.
He even thought about punishing Yuria Arsein for not properly choosing the right husband to serve.

In any case, in William's eyes, Theodore and Yuria's kiss looked like Theodore daring to take his woman as he pleased.

'That, that!'

William grew even more furious when he saw Theodore's hands move to Yuria's buttocks while kissing her.
He could see how her voluptuous bottom changed shape as it was kneaded by his hands, even through her pants.
William became even more enraged seeing Yuria quietly accepting those touches, and through his pain, he struggled to speak.

"S-stop... th-that."

He didn't even have the strength to speak properly.
His throat seemed hoarse from screaming so much in pain.
And Theodore and Yuria were completely ignoring William's voice.

"Yuria, before I release time back to normal... shall we spend a little time together?"

"Yes, Theo, just a moment."

Yuria sat on the platform with her legs neatly together. Then, smiling, she patted her thighs with her hand.

"Lay your head here."

"Like this?"

"Yes."

On the platform, Theodore laid his head on Yuria's thighs.
William was collapsed nearby, but the two were treating him as if he didn't exist.

"This is different. The world's time is flowing slowly, but only you and I are normal..."

"Our time is still flowing the same in here, so it's not necessarily a good thing."

"I guess that's true. If everyone else is in time slowed by 1000 times and only I was in normal time, I'd age faster than everyone else."

"That's right."

William was furious at the two treating him as if he didn't exist, but he couldn't even clench his fists.

'Damn it, my hands...'

What made him even more angry was that the pain continued to course through him.
He needed treatment as soon as possible, but in this slowed time state, there was no one to treat him.

'Are they deliberately doing this to prevent me from getting treatment quickly?'

William's suspicion was close to certainty, but he was powerless.
He felt this terrible powerlessness again, and it seemed even more miserable than before.

'I need power.'

He needed power to reclaim his rightful place, and to reclaim his woman(?).
As William was thinking this, Yuria was gently stroking Theodore's forehead with a happy smile.

"Your thighs always feel nice."

William could see Theodore's hand gently caressing Yuria's thigh.

"Everyone used to look at my breasts and buttocks first, then my thighs, but do you like my thighs the most, Theo?"

"Well? Everything about you is so nice that I don't want to rank them."

Yuria let out a slightly joyful laugh at Theodore's answer.
The two spent some time quietly together, and William gritted his teeth watching them.

"Ugh."

William, who had managed to crawl using his elbows despite the pain that shot through him with every movement, forced himself to endure.
His eyes caught the back view of Yuria kneeling.

'Damn, that wretched woman. How dare she wiggle her ass and flirt with that Theodore guy while ignoring me.'

William's teeth ground together at the thought that Theodore, not himself, had claimed Yuria's first time.
From the moment he heard rumors that she was coming to Minst Academy, he had planned to impregnate her, but he had fled the scene because of Theodore.
And his plan to kidnap and rape Yuria had also been foiled by Theodore, when he suffered the humiliation of becoming sexually impaired.

'The position of the chosen one and Yuria Arsein are all mine... hehehe, Theodore! You shouldn't have anything. No, I, the rightful owner, will take back everything that was stolen from me by you.'

Thinking this while trying to get up on his elbows, William screamed again.

"Aaaaargh!"

Suddenly his muscles twisted, causing unbearable pain.

"I should get up now."

Theodore lifted his head from Yuria's thigh and stood up.

"Are you ending it now?"

"Yes. That guy is still looking at you lewdly."

"Even though he has no sexual function?"

Yuria's words were a questioning of how he could do that despite being impotent.
William was angered by her genuinely bewildered expression, even as he screamed from his twisting muscles.

"Gaaaah!"

But he couldn't say anything to her.
His voice was so hoarse now that he couldn't even scream properly.

"He's fallen into delusions with the expectation that his sexual function will recover someday. The epitome of self-justification."

"How on earth did Duke and Duchess Artin raise their son to be like this?"

Yuria looked genuinely incredulous.

"Someone so incompetent who turns away from the truth and only justifies himself. It's beyond pathetic—it's disgusting."

"Yes. I'm disgusted too."

Theodore agreed with Yuria's words.
Then Theodore stood up and approached William.

"Gaaaah!"

Theodore spoke to the suffering William.

"If you had been afraid, recognized your place, and cowered, this would have ended quietly. But you still haven't abandoned your filthy desires and delusions about my fiancée."

William realized that Theodore had figured out that he would target Yuria again if given the chance.

"M-mine... all mine... gaaaah."

Theodore nodded.

"Fine. I won't kill you. But I won't stop at just crushing your arms and legs. I'll make you crawl on the ground for the rest of your life."

William understood the meaning of Theodore's words exactly.
He saw his twin brother—who had the same handsome face as his own, but unlike him, exuded a predatory aura over his sculptured features—raise his sword.

'N-no way?'

And with William's face turning pale, Theodore's sword came down.
The energy imbued in his sword precisely cut off William's arms and legs.

'My, my arms and legs!'

His arms and legs had been severed!
And he despaired as he watched his severed limbs turn to ash without a trace.
Now he would never be able to walk on his own again, nor would he be able to pick up anything.

"Uuuuuargh!"

As William, with all four limbs amputated, writhed in despair, Theodore spoke.

"Rather than causing trouble and creating victims, you should live the rest of your life confined to a bed."

And Theodore muttered quietly.

"This is the last mercy I'm granting you for Reina's sake."
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William wanted to scream at Theodore's words.

'How is this consideration in any way!'

William wanted to shout that, but in the agony of his severed limbs, he couldn't even speak those words.
The cut surfaces had been cauterized to prevent bleeding, but that only made it more painful.

"Argghhh!"

Despite the immense pain that left his entire body drenched in sweat, he didn't lose consciousness and collapse.

* * *

"You might be able to get prosthetic arms and legs, but your severed limbs won't regenerate."

Theodore had placed an irreversible power on his limbs, just as he had rendered his sexual function impotent.
However, for William, losing his limbs might actually be better.

After all, he still had his telekinetic ability, so even if he couldn't move directly with his hands and feet, his telekinesis would help to some extent.
And even if they weren't as good as real hands and feet, prosthetic limbs would serve some purpose.
But he would never be able to exert proper strength, and with his weakened state, any violent outbursts would be easily subdued.
It would be impossible for him to demonstrate the skill that had earned him second place in the Swordsmanship Department of Minst Academy.

"I'm about to release the ability. When I do, you'll be taken to the infirmary."

"Nngh..."

William couldn't even respond.
Having screamed so much from the terrible pain, his voice was hoarse, making it impossible to answer.

"I don't even expect you to come to your senses. Just remember that if you act out without knowing your place again, you'll pay the price."

With those words, Theodore treated William's condition.
He didn't heal his severed limbs or restore his sexual function, but he did heal the traces of their duel, such as his swollen face and broken nose.

"Grrr!"

With his voice now healed, William gritted his teeth as the pain subsided.

"Theodore! The moment you release your ability, everyone will know about your power to manipulate time!"

William shouted desperately.
As soon as his strength returned, his pride demanded he say something, but fearing retaliation if he mentioned Yuria, this was what he chose.

"Indeed they will."

Theodore's nonchalant response caught William off guard.

"What?"

Seeing William's confused expression, Theodore could guess what misunderstanding he had made.
But Theodore never really needed to hide this power thoroughly.
While he had no intention of advertising it, it wasn't an ability he needed to desperately conceal.

At least not now.
The real ability he needed to hide from the Helminthos, who had evolved as higher species with intelligence, wasn't this power.

"Unlike what you assumed, I never really cared if this ability became known."

"W-what?"

As Theodore watched Yuria return to her seat, he released his ability.
Time began to flow at its normal pace again.

"Huh, what?"

"What's going on?"

"Everything happened in an instant?"

"What just happened?"

As time resumed its normal flow, everyone began to panic.
Theodore and William's movements appeared to be at an impossibly high speed, and then suddenly William was lying there with his limbs severed.

"What on earth happened? Can you explain?"

Professor Benjamin asked with a bewildered expression at the scene that had unfolded on the platform.
He seemed unable to maintain his composure, asking for an explanation first, showing how confused he was by the situation.

And understandably so.
Suddenly something happened at super-speed, and then William Artin was lying on the platform with his limbs severed—that's how the duel had ended.

"I slowed the time for William and myself to one-thousandth of normal speed while finishing the duel. That's all."

Theodore explained it so simply, as if it were just a minor incident. However, judging by Professor Benjamin's surprised expression, he was clearly astonished by the power to slow down time.

"...It was a duel, but why cut off his limbs like that?"

Rather than asking about Theodore's ability, Professor Benjamin inquired about the duel.
He was asking why Theodore had severed William's limbs in what was supposed to be a duel.

"Originally, I was just going to shatter his hand bones and break his legs. But William kept ranting about his delusion of raping my fiancée after fixing his sexually impotent body. This filthy scum received the retribution he deserved. That's all there is to it."

Professor Benjamin nodded.
If it had been any other student, people might have sympathized, but no one would feel sorry for William Artin in this situation.
His misdeeds weren't isolated incidents, and the professor himself had seen and heard William's unspeakably vulgar attitude toward Yuria.

"I see. However, we cannot tolerate deaths at our Minst Academy. Regardless of the duel's outcome, we have an injured student who needs to be sent to the infirmary."

This was William Artin's end result.
As the price for not abandoning his desires and obstinacy, he was carried to the infirmary with his limbs severed.

"Wow, he didn't even repent after getting his limbs destroyed?"

"That's impressive in its own way."

"With Lady Yuria's beauty...hmm."

Some students, looking at Yuria's beautiful appearance, could understand why William couldn't give her up, but they didn't voice these thoughts.
They feared Theodore might challenge them to a duel for insulting Yuria.

William Artin with his severed limbs served as a good example.
If anyone showed excessive disrespect to Yuria Arsein, Theodore Skyrod would personally step in and demonstrate his overwhelming power as a chosen one to punish them.
Learning this, students naturally became more careful in their attitude toward Yuria.

"So he's impotent, huh."

"Yeah, who would have thought William Artin was impotent."

"So that's why he suddenly stopped his forced promiscuous relationships with women."

"Come to think of it, it was strange how someone with his personality suddenly cut off relationships with women."

The fact that William Artin was impotent would be known to everyone in the academy as soon as the class ended.

"Thank you for allowing us to use the platform."

Theodore thanked Professor Benjamin for providing the venue for the duel.

"Ah, yes. Return to your seat."

Professor Benjamin seemed concerned about the current situation, specifically about the power to slow down time that Theodore had casually mentioned. But instead of giving a detailed explanation, Theodore returned to his seat.

"Well! While Yuria's confrontation with William might have been instructive, unfortunately Theodore and William's duel wasn't much help! However, never forget that learning the sword always involves taking risks. Remember this well—those who act recklessly without knowing their place, like William, can end up in such a state through dueling!"

Professor Benjamin used William's example to warn all the students.
Knowing that many students admired William Artin's lifestyle, he hoped this opportunity would correct the students' chaotic discipline.
His determination to make them take the academy's rules seriously rather than lightly was evident.

'A diligent professor.'

As Theodore sat down with that assessment, Yuria spoke to him.

"Theo, William Artin won't be able to walk anymore, right?"

"Yes. Do you think my actions were too harsh?"

"Not at all. I also know that foolish mercy only increases the number of innocent victims."

Yuria's reaction to Theodore's question was one of disbelief.
Theodore nodded at her words, acknowledging that showing mercy to an irredeemable villain could lead to greater harm for innocent people.

"Yes, that's right."

Theodore had heard about this fact from the Skyrod ducal family, but he had witnessed it firsthand in his childhood.
It was shortly after he had run away from the Artin ducal family.
When a human trafficker targeted him, seeing a lone child as an easy mark, Theodore had subdued but not killed him. Less than a day later, he caught the man trying to kidnap other children and severed all his limbs.
The memory of freeing the children the man had kidnapped and watching him being beaten to death by those children was still vivid.

"I too gave up expecting William Artin to reform long ago."

* * *

"Ugh."

William, lying in the infirmary, heard the whispers directed at him.

"His arms and legs are gone."

"I heard he's impotent too?"

"So that's why he was staying away from women. Hehe!"

"Hey, he can hear you."

"Let him hear. It's not like being sexually impotent is a lie, so what does it matter?"

"Heh! That's true."

William gritted his teeth at the mocking voices from the infirmary.
But his telekinesis was only strong enough to lift girls' skirts at most.
Without even the strength to forcibly tear clothes, he had no choice but to face his desperate reality.

"Ugh, aaaargh!"

The price of desire and obstinacy was painfully bitter.

'Grrr! I'll kill you! Theodore Skyrod!'

Yet even in this state, William showed no signs of repentance.
The only thing he regretted was not killing Theodore Skyrod when he was still Theodore Artin, before he ran away.

'I should have killed him then!'

Just as Theodore thought, William was already beyond redemption.

"The impotent man is grinding his teeth?"

"Are you trying to shout 'I'm not impotent!'? Hehe!"

But reality offered only the voices of people who no longer feared him and instead mocked him.
This reality, where students from Minst Academy flocked to the infirmary in large numbers to ridicule him, was a terrible nightmare for William.

"Grrr, I'll kill you. I'll kill you all. I'll kill everyone who looked down on me!"

"Oh my~ How scary."

"Is this the rage of an impotent man?"

"It's not just that part that's crippled. You're a cripple without arms and legs too."

"Oh my~ The bastard who used to harass others had his dick stop working, and now his arms and legs stopped working too?"

"Hahahahaha!"

"Hahahahaha!"

The voices of students holding their stomachs with laughter continued to assault William's ears.
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Despite the major incident last week where the true Chosen One was revealed, all classes at the Academy continued without issue. Rumors quickly spread about how William Artin had hurled vulgar insults at Yuria Arsein, only to lose his limbs at the hands of her enraged fiancé, the Chosen One. However, even after this accident, the Artin Ducal family couldn't take action. They couldn't even visit Minst Academy because the Imperial Family had blocked their movements.

'How troublesome,' thought Princess Louise.

She had heard that William Artin was now bedridden as an invalid with his limbs amputated. She didn't visit him personally—she had no private reason to do so, nor was there any need anymore.

'He might have still been useful. Tsk.'

Everyone was certain that Theodore Skyroad was the Chosen One, and she was convinced of it too. But William Artin also had considerable talent and had been considered the Chosen One, so he could have served as insurance for unforeseen situations. She had always kept in mind the possibility that he might be useful somewhere.

'Now he's unusable.'

Unfortunately, it seemed William Artin's usefulness had reached its end. As Louise thought this, she considered the participants in the upcoming tournament, which included herself as the top student of the second-year magic department.

'William Artin won't be able to participate, so it will be a showdown among the top students from each year.'

As a member of the Imperial Family, Princess Louise naturally knew that this tournament was actually organized to confirm Theodore Skyroad's identity and secretly recruit him. But that plan had already fallen through, and now the tournament was merely an event where Theodore's fiancée, Yuria Arsein, would showcase her abilities.

'His Majesty will manage it smoothly, and the Chosen One will be satisfied.'

The Emperor of the Britannia Empire was aware of the current situation. It was obvious that canceling the tournament suddenly would only make Theodore harbor worse feelings toward the Britannia Empire. Therefore, they needed to ensure the tournament's success.

'It's also a good opportunity to deceive the public.'

The public always gets excited about festivals. The Artin Ducal family would bear all responsibility for losing the Chosen One to a foreign country. What the Imperial Family needed to do now was prevent that responsibility from being directed at them.

'We're widely promoting that the Chosen One's fiancée is participating.'

Not just at Minst Academy, but throughout the Britannia Empire, news about this tournament was spreading rapidly. This was because people dispatched by the Imperial Family were deliberately spreading rumors everywhere.

"I heard the Chosen One's fiancée, Yuria Arsein, is participating in the tournament starting Friday?"

"They say she's not only skilled with the sword but also renowned as the most beautiful woman in the Arkan Empire."

"And she's the eldest daughter of the Arsein Ducal family. The Chosen One's fiancée is truly exceptional in every way!"

"Indeed. I wonder how the Chosen One's fiancée will perform in this tournament?"

"But surely someone from our Britannia Empire will win, right?"

"Who knows? That's what makes it interesting, doesn't it?"

"I suppose you're right."

At Minst Academy, students were ranked according to their standing as top and second-best in each year and department. However, it wasn't clear exactly who held these positions.

They competed against each other, but since the new academic year had just begun, there hadn't been a definitive ranking yet. This tournament could determine the strongest at Minst Academy.

'Of course, the outcome of matches might depend on minor conditions on the day.'

As one of the participants, Princess Louise would fight to win. It was more beneficial to run such competitions fairly and cleanly. Giving up minor financial gains to create an excellent tournament would enhance the Imperial Family's honor—that was the real profit.

But there was a bigger scheme at play.

'The Chosen One's fiancée is participating in the tournament. And if we can naturally show some connection with the Chosen One...'

If that happened, the Imperial Family's image would improve even more, and no one could deny that they had tried their best to resolve the incident caused by the Artin Ducal family. Additionally, it would be advantageous for the Chosen One to cooperate with the Britannia Empire's Imperial Family to prepare for the coming apocalypse.

For this reason, Princess Louise needed to find Theodore Skyroad, so she waited for classes to end. Then she saw Theodore leaving with his fiancée Yuria.

"It's nice to see you, Lord Theodore," Princess Louise greeted with the brightest smile she could manage.

She had long given up hope that her charms would work on him, given the powerful presence of Yuria Arsein beside him. But building relationships wasn't just about seduction.

"Lord Theodore, I apologize, but could you spare me a moment? This is a request I make as a princess."

She requested to speak with him in her capacity as a princess.

"I'm busy right now, so I can't. I apologize, Your Highness."

However, Theodore openly refused even this request. Princess Louise's expression stiffened slightly at his rejection.

'He refused.'

He had refused the words of a princess. Did that mean he didn't want to be involved with the Britannia Empire's Imperial Family?

'No.'

But Princess Louise soon realized that this was his way of increasing his value. He was deliberately creating distance to gain leverage in negotiations. And since the Imperial Family was the desperate party in this deal, she felt she had no choice but to adopt a humble attitude.

"...Please, I really must insist."

In the end, she had to bow her head and make a respectful request. It hurt her pride as a princess, but she knew she had no choice. All attempts to recruit him had failed, and in the current hopeless situation, they had to accept the lesser evil to avoid the worst outcome.

"This is troublesome. You're making such an urgent request when I'm busy."

Despite her bowing her head, Theodore didn't immediately accept. She wanted to snap at him, asking what could possibly be so important, but she refrained. Now was not the time to upset him.

She needed to establish a friendly relationship with him, the Chosen One. Whether it was a simple transaction or building trust, she had to create some kind of connection.

"Please, I'm begging you. I really need you to make time for this."

At Princess Louise's desperate plea, Theodore looked at Yuria.

"Yuria, I need to submit a report to His Majesty, and this is becoming difficult."

His fiancée Yuria nodded, as if accommodating him.

"That's right. Theo needs to submit his regular report to His Majesty, and it's troublesome that Princess Louise is making such a request now."

This proved that Yuria, as a ducal lady of the Arsein family, was no stranger to politics. Princess Louise was stunned that they had dragged the Emperor of the Arkan Empire into this conversation.

'Of all things, the Emperor.'

For a noble from the foreign Arkan Empire to say he needed to submit a regular report to his emperor, and for her, a princess of the Britannia Empire, to interfere with that would be disrespectful to the Emperor of the Arkan Empire. It was a masterful move.

'Can this man use his own emperor as a political shield? Or was he really just busy?'

She even began to wonder if Theodore was genuinely busy. But Princess Louise concluded that the former was more likely.

From the perspective of the Arkan Empire's Emperor, he couldn't help but shower the Chosen One in his country with special treatment. And he would readily allow himself to be used as a political shield to prevent foreign persuasion.

'If that's the case, I have no choice.'

Princess Louise decided to change her approach.

"I apologize for my rudeness. Then, after you finish your report to His Majesty the Emperor of the Arkan Empire, could you possibly spare me some time?"

"Normally I would have other appointments, but since Princess Louise is asking so earnestly, I'll have no choice. I'll report to His Majesty and ask for his permission."

Princess Louise thought that Theodore's subtle smile suited his handsome face well, but she also found it sly. This man was using the Emperor as a political shield once again.

'He's creating the justification that he made time for me by specifically asking his emperor for permission.'

What made it more frustrating was that Princess Louise knew what was happening but was powerless to do anything about it. The Imperial Family of the Britannia Empire had already backed themselves into a corner.
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"Thank you."

She couldn't help but express her gratitude.
During the break, Theodore and Yuria had left together, and about 20 minutes later, they were seen returning together.

"Theo, I'll see you later. I'll practice and wait for you in the meantime."

"Do that. If you practice based on what I've taught you, you'll gradually feel yourself improving."

"Yes."

After briefly parting with Yuria, Theodore asked Princess Louise:

"Do you plan to have this important conversation in here?"

Theodore pointed to an empty classroom.
Princess Louise had been waiting for Theodore's return here because she intended to talk in this empty classroom.

"Yes. I'd like to discuss important matters after we go inside and cast a soundproofing spell."

"Understood."

After entering, Theodore and Princess Louise sat facing each other.
He had willingly come inside probably because she had already made the case that she was making time for him despite her busy schedule.

'Finally, I've arranged a conversation.'

Princess Louise felt tension building up.
In this world, there were very few people who wouldn't respect her authority as a princess.
But the person sitting before her was one of those rare exceptions who didn't acknowledge her royal authority.

'I mustn't let this escalate into a fight.'

The fight she was thinking of wasn't a physical confrontation.
It would be more like a political struggle for power and influence.

'Now it begins.'

Despite feeling the tension and knowing that speaking first put her at a disadvantage, Princess Louise inwardly lamented that she had no choice but to initiate the conversation.

'Since I asked for this meeting saying I had important matters to discuss, I have no choice.'

Having organized her thoughts, Princess Louise steeled herself with the mindset that she couldn't risk losing something big while trying to secure something small.
Though it was regrettable, she had to compromise with reality now.

"Lord Theodore, first of all, thank you for making time despite your busy schedule."

She began by expressing gratitude for his time, a strategic move that would actually put her in a more advantageous position.

"Is that so?"

Theodore sat with a composed expression, but precisely because of this, it was difficult to read what he was thinking.

'This man is a master at this kind of battle too.'

The difficulty in reading his emotions meant it was hard to read his cards.
He seemed like someone accustomed to wearing a mask of falsehood in everyday life.

"First, I'm genuinely pleased that I'll be participating in this tournament, as will Lady Yuria, your fiancée. I would love to have a good match with her if we meet during the competition."

"That won't happen."

"Pardon?"

Princess Louise was taken aback by Theodore's unexpected response.

"What do you mean by that?"

"I meant there won't be a good match."

"...So I'm asking what you mean by that."

Princess Louise tensed, wondering if Theodore was plotting something.
However, his answer was unexpected.

"Objectively speaking, Princess Louise, you won't be able to have a good match with my fiancée Yuria, and you will lose."

He had definitively stated that her skills were no match for Yuria's.
Though her pride was wounded, Princess Louise didn't respond emotionally.
Perhaps this was an intentional provocation.

"I... see."

She desperately maintained her composure and tried to laugh it off.

"You have such confidence in your fiancée's abilities. That shows deep trust..."

She was the one in urgent need here.
Having already decided to accept some losses to achieve the lesser evil, she couldn't let emotions ruin her plans.

'I must endure.'

As she consoled herself, Theodore's words reached her.

"It's a certain fact. With your skills, there's absolutely no chance you could defeat my fiancée."

Princess Louise took pride in being the top student in the second-year magic department.
Though she'd heard Yuria had defeated Owen Lawrence, the top student in the second-year swordsmanship department, that victory supposedly came from exploiting a weakness with a well-timed kick.

'Am I inferior to Owen Lawrence?'

As the top student in the second-year magic department, she had a competitive spirit toward Owen Lawrence, making Theodore's provocation all the more stinging.
However, she had to forcibly suppress the rising emotions she felt as a student.

"That aside, what happened to the Artin Duchy is truly regrettable. The Britannia Imperial family also regrets not having detected and helped with what Lord Theodore suffered in his childhood."

Princess Louise changed the subject, knowing that pursuing it would only frustrate her more.

"Is that so?"

"Yes."

Princess Louise had cast bait, but he didn't bite.
Even though it would be beneficial for him to cooperate with the Britannia Imperial family, the fact that he didn't bring it up first suggested he already knew what she desperately wanted.

"...There's no point in beating around the bush."

"Indeed."

Theodore answered with just one word.
His refusal to elaborate further and give any opening was the very image of a slick nobleman.
With his sculptured handsome face revealing no emotion, maintaining a relaxed demeanor while making her speak first and using his advantageous position—it was truly infuriating.
But despite recognizing it, she had no choice but to endure, given the desperate situation she and the Britannia Imperial family were in.

"This tournament will be conducted fairly. And throughout this process, we wish to maintain a good relationship with Lord Theodore."

"A good relationship?"

"Yes. With the approaching apocalypse, wouldn't it be more convenient for Lord Theodore if the Britannia Imperial family actively cooperates to address it?"

Princess Louise had made this offer with considerable resolve, but Theodore calmly delivered words that made her heart sink.

"I wonder? What would you do if I have no intention of saving the Britannia Empire from the apocalypse?"

Though she rationally knew Theodore's words were just bait, emotionally she couldn't dismiss them.
The Britannia Empire had no information about what form the apocalypse would take.
And the unknown made it all the more frightening.
What if the only hope for salvation turned away?

'No.'

The Britannia Imperial family wouldn't escape responsibility.
The empire might even collapse.

"I'm asking you this way. Please cooperate with us."

That's why she had no choice but to bow her head and show humility.
Though she had prepared for this moment, actually doing it was by no means pleasant—it felt like her pride was being torn apart.

"Cooperation. You're asking for my cooperation?"

"...Yes. I'm asking for your cooperation to prevent the apocalypse."

"I've suffered too much at the hands of the Britannia Empire, and my resentment runs too deep to simply help you."

Princess Louise gritted her teeth inwardly at Theodore's unyielding attitude despite her bowing her head, but she focused on the part where he said it would be difficult.
He said it would be difficult, not that he refused.
This meant there was room for negotiation, and he was also willing to negotiate.

"What do you want?"

At Princess Louise's direct question, Theodore responded as if he had been waiting for it.

"I've been given full authority by His Majesty the Emperor of Arkan. It seems His Majesty is quite angry about the damage caused by the fake Chosen One. And our Skyroad Duchy has also suffered significant losses while doing business with the Britannia Empire. All because of the deception that William was the Chosen One, which fooled the entire continent."

Princess Louise clenched her teeth at Theodore's words.

'Even though he knew he was the real Chosen One, he deliberately hid it!'

Both the Arkan Empire and the Skyroad Duchy knew the truth but concealed everything and endured losses according to Theodore's wishes.
And now they intended to collect those losses with interest.

"...That wasn't our intention. We were also deceived by William. As you know, Lord Theodore's fate was unknown."

"His Majesty and I find that hard to believe."

"...Ugh. Of course... we will compensate you as much as possible for the damages you've suffered. But please understand that it's difficult for us to pay such a large amount all at once."

"Well, I'll understand that."

"Thank you. Then... shall we discuss the details?"

In this negotiation before the tournament, Princess Louise experienced the humiliation of being dominated by someone in the superior position.
But she and the Britannia Imperial family also gained something.
After sorting out numerous details, Theodore said:

"If all of this is implemented as promised, there's no reason we can't declare friendly relations with the Britannia Imperial family. This is the will of our Emperor."

Even in this situation, Theodore continued to invoke the Emperor of Arkan.

"Thank... you."

Princess Louise felt like unleashing her magic on something in frustration at being so thoroughly outmaneuvered.
And when her gaze, unknowingly filled with some anger, turned toward Theodore, he said:

"It's troubling when you look at me with such passionate eyes. I have a fiancée, and I've sworn to love only her for life."

'This man! He may be handsome and accomplished, but he's so irritating!'

Princess Louise momentarily felt respect for Yuria Arsein, wondering how she had managed to win over such a man.
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After finishing his conversation with Princess Louise, Theodor recalled the demands he had made.

'We'll impose a 3% tariff on our exports. Conversely, we've raised the tariff on Britannia Empire's goods to 18%.'

It was an extremely unfair condition, but considering how the Britannia Empire had been taking unfair advantage of the Arkan Empire all this time, this was actually quite mild. Additionally, Britannia would suffer many losses in mining development rights and profit distribution, while the Arkan Empire would gain numerous benefits.

'I secured business interests not just for the Skyroad Duchy, but for the Arceine Duchy as well.'

While securing various business rights for his family, the Skyroad Duchy, he had also set aside a share for the Arceine Duchy, which would become his in-laws. Yuria might find it burdensome, but if he didn't properly take care of her, it would cause gossip. He couldn't allow rumors to spread that she was being neglected by him.

'And there's also the matter of Yuria's dignity.'

The rest would be handed over to the Emperor of the Arkan Empire. The Emperor would then distribute some of the rights to nobles of the Arkan Empire, including the Lurein Duchy, as imperial gifts.

"Wow~ Amazing."

"He seems unapproachable."

"But she's truly stunning."

"Right. They say she's the most beautiful woman in the Arkan Empire, and they're not wrong."

As Theodor's footsteps approached the training room, he could hear the chatter of Minst Academy students.

'As expected, she draws a crowd.'

Yuria's beauty always attracted people. Even objectively speaking, her beauty was perfect, as if she had received all the blessings of this world.

'That's actually true.'

Others might say that figuratively, but Theodor knew that Yuria's beauty was truly connected to the world's blessings. In fact, there was a hidden story behind the engagement between the Skyroad Duchy and the Arceine Duchy that neither Yuria nor even the Duke of Arceine knew.

[Protect Yuria Arceine.]

'Prophecies truly cannot be underestimated.'

Yuria might not know, but he had known about her to some extent even before their engagement. He didn't know her deeply as he did now, but through prophecy, he knew that he must protect her. His father, the Duke of Skyroad, also knew this fact, which was one of the reasons he had arranged their engagement.

'So this is what the prophecy meant.'

His own feelings developing this way was an unpredicted variable. But there was no turning back now. He had already reached a point where he couldn't do without Yuria Arceine.

*Thump*

That's why the sight of Minst Academy students blocking the way to the training room, distracted by Yuria, irritated him.

"Huh!"

"Th-Theodor Skyroad!"

The students who had been blocking the entrance to peek at Yuria inside quickly made way when they sensed the slight pressure Theodor released. Even those inside who had been staring at Yuria as she trained hurriedly averted their eyes when Theodor appeared.

'She certainly draws attention.'

Theodor didn't bother getting angry at each of them. If they crossed a line with Yuria, he would intervene, but otherwise, getting physical out of anger would be beneath him. Besides, anyone would be drawn to the sight of Yuria wielding her sword in the training room.

A beautiful woman with dazzlingly bright silver hair and clear blue eyes like finely crafted sapphires was swinging her sword, dressed in a white t-shirt and black leather hot pants. The outfit was designed for ease of movement, and she could focus solely on fighting without any distractions in such attire. However, it was inevitable that the sight of her training so intensely that she was sweating would create a captivating scene.

"Ah, Theo."

Yuria's sword movements stopped. She had noticed Theodor and paused her training.

When Yuria smiled at him, Theodor felt a strange emotion rising in his chest just from seeing that sight. Starting with a feeling of adoration, all sorts of thoughts about her naturally came to mind.

"Yuria, let's head out now."

"Yes."

Yuria didn't question Theodor's words. Though they could have simply walked out together, he deliberately reached out his hand to her. As soon as she took his hand, Theodor led her out of the training room.

"The chosen one really is..."

"To think a woman could be like that too. Ugh."

The envious laments of Minst Academy students could be heard. But Theodor had no intention of wasting mental energy on such trivial matters. First, he needed to relay the information to her.

"This should be good."

Finding a secluded spot, Theodor casually cast a soundproofing spell to prevent their conversation from being overheard, then spoke.

"The discussion is over."

"Yes. What was mainly discussed?"

Yuria asked what kind of conversation he had. When Princess Louise had approached them earlier, her attitude had seemed quite desperate, and seeing that, Yuria could guess that something important had been discussed. Especially since Theodor had been given full authority by the Emperor of the Arkan Empire.

"As you might have guessed, it was about a deal."

"So it was a deal after all. Did they want you to flaunt your close relationship with them since you're a chosen one?"

"Well, something like that. Seeing William's pathetic state, having fallen not just to the bottom but to unfathomable depths below it, they've become desperate."

Yuria slightly frowned her beautiful face at those words.

"I don't like it."

"What don't you like?"

"Just their attitude, that's all."

Yuria genuinely seemed displeased with the attitude of the Britannia Empire's royal family. This wasn't just because she was the eldest daughter of the Arceine Duchy, one of the three great duchies of the Arkan Empire.

"They're not apologizing to you, but rather trying to use your reputation for their own benefit, aren't they?"

"That's right. And we have things to gain too, so in the end, it was a good deal."

Despite Yuria's displeasure, Theodor wasn't bothered. To be honest, he hadn't expected or wanted them to sincerely apologize. His conversation with Princess Louise was merely a transaction where each party got what they wanted.

"I should report to His Majesty soon."

"Yes."

Yuria straightened her posture. She too was a noble of the Arkan Empire and knew well the etiquette required when reporting to the Emperor.

As Theodor brought up a rectangular screen-like image magic and knelt on one knee respectfully before it, Yuria also knelt beside him, assuming a polite posture.

[Young Lord Skyroad, and Lady Arceine.]

The voice of the Emperor of the Arkan Empire was heard from the image, and simultaneously, the Emperor's face appeared on the screen.

"Theodor Skyroad, heir to the Skyroad Duchy, greets Your Majesty, the Emperor of the Arkan Empire."

"Yuria Arceine, Grand Lady of the Arceine Duchy, greets Your Majesty, the Emperor of the Arkan Empire."

The Emperor nodded to both of them as they paid their respects simultaneously.

[Yes, both of you may raise your heads. And Young Lord Skyroad, please tell me quickly how the conversation went. I've been impatient waiting to hear the outcome. Haha.]

As the Emperor laughed cheerfully, Theodor raised his head and spoke.

"The Britannia Empire has agreed to pay an 18% tariff when exporting goods to us. And our Arkan Empire will only pay a 3% tariff when exporting to the Britannia Empire."

[Great! That's good news. Is there anything else?]

"Yes. We've secured various rights, including mines in several regions. Apart from the personal shares going to our families, Your Majesty will own a significant portion, which you can use as you see fit."

[Hmm! I see. So you've secured interests not just for the Skyroad Duchy but for the Arceine Duchy as well?]

"Yes."

At Theodor's words, Yuria raised her head with a slightly surprised expression.
However, being in the presence of the Emperor, she couldn't speak first.
Unlike Theodor or her father, the Duke of Arceine, who were close to the Emperor, she did not have such a relationship.

[Already taking care of your woman, I see. Haha! I'm glad to see you becoming more interesting, after being so stiff and boring! Yes, seeing those Britannia Empire bastards squirm makes me feel so much better!]

Theodor nodded at the Emperor's cheerful laughter.

"You'll have even more satisfaction soon, Your Majesty."
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Theodore's confident assertion piqued the Emperor's interest.

"Oh? Something that will make me feel better? Young Duke Skyroad, if you're so confident, it must be something special?"

"Yes, that's right."

The Emperor showed interest in Theodore's words.

"Well then. Can you tell me what it is?"

"The tournament at Minst Academy, where the best talents of the Britannia Empire gather. How would it be if my fiancée, Yuria Arsein, were to win there?"

"Hahaha! Yes, that would be satisfying indeed, but I see now—you're just trying to promote your woman! There was a reason Duke Arsein entrusted her to you with such confidence!"

At the Emperor's amused laughter, Yuria slightly bowed her head.
She felt embarrassed as it sounded like the Emperor was teasing her, but being awkward and distant with the Emperor, she couldn't bring herself to say anything.
However, Theodore saw the determination in her eyes.

"The Young Lady Arsein keeps her mouth shut. Duke Skyroad's son has such faith in you—what do you think?"

Yuria bowed her head at the Emperor's words and said:

"I swear I won't disappoint my fiancé. I will definitely win, carrying his trust and my honor."

There was a sharp determination in Yuria's words.

"Haha, Young Lady Arsein seems tense in my presence. No need to be so nervous. Your father, Duke Arsein, often begs me to help him persuade his wife."

When family matters were mentioned, a slight blush appeared on Yuria's face.
For her, it was embarrassing that the Emperor mentioned her father's henpecked nature.
However, thanks to the Emperor bringing up this topic, she seemed more comfortable around him.

"Then I'll expect you to win at the tournament starting this Friday."

"Yes, Your Majesty. I will definitely win."

The Emperor nodded at Yuria's answer.

"Good. Normally I should tell you not to feel burdened, but I'll be a bit mischievous this time. Young Lady Arsein, please feel very, very burdened."

"...Your Majesty."

Theodore knew that the Emperor's words were both a joke and not a joke.
While speaking playfully, he was letting Yuria know how great the responsibility she was shouldering truly was.

"You've been trained by none other than Duke Skyroad's son. Even if your training period with the Chosen One wasn't long, the world won't care about that."

It was true.
The public wouldn't care much about Yuria's circumstances.
Just looking at the reactions from the Britannia Empire, there were people who were angry about the treatment he received when he was Theodore Artin, but that's where it ended.
There were almost no people who actively came forward to help solve the problem or cooperate in finding him.

*They just enjoy the opportunity to criticize someone.*

Rather than genuinely feeling angry and sorry about the unfair treatment he suffered, the public would be happy to have an opportunity to criticize someone, freely disparaging him while feeling morally superior.

They would even mock Yuria if she failed to win despite being trained by the Chosen One, calling her a disgrace to the Chosen One.

They wouldn't consider the fact that she had trained with him for only a short time, or that she was only a second-year student while fourth-year students had two more years of experience than her.

*In the end, only results matter.*

That's how the world worked.
No matter how good the process was, if the result wasn't good, the world would only cruelly ignore and criticize.

"So you absolutely must not lose."

"I know. I never had the slightest intention of losing in the first place."

Determination shone on Yuria's beautiful face.
For her, this tournament was by no means something she was participating in lightly.

Having entered this competition with her dreams and honor at stake, she was determined to prove that the skills she had worked hard to develop were not just at the level of the top student in the second-year Swordsmanship Department, but that she was skilled enough to defeat all the top students from every year and every department at Minst Academy.

"You really are an interesting woman, the more I see you."

Theodore smiled as he looked at Yuria's determined expression.

"Hoho, Duke Skyroad's son will become quite the devoted husband."

At the Emperor's light joke, Theodore answered without the slightest hesitation:

"You see clearly, Your Majesty."

His frank admission left the teaser at a loss for words.
With such an expression, the Emperor looked at Theodore and said:

"You really are no fun to deal with."

"Your Majesty, I've reported everything I needed to report."

"Yes. Let's end the communication here. And make sure to train your fiancée well so she wins."

"Yes, I understand."

"Hoho, I should prepare for when Young Lady Arsein wins."

Theodore easily guessed what the Emperor was planning.
As soon as Yuria won, he would boast that Yuria Arsein, the Young Lady of House Arsein of the Arkan Empire, had gone to study abroad at Minst Academy in the Britannia Empire and won the tournament where top students from each year and department participated.

His method of boasting would start with spreading the news widely and treating Minst Academy, the Britannia Empire's top educational institution, as inferior to Jeiha Academy throughout the Arkan Empire, and in every way possible, boost the Arkan Empire's pride while lowering the Britannia Empire's status.

"My, Your Majesty has quite a lot built up."

Though it might seem childish at first glance, the status this would bring would be immeasurably great.

"Theo, is the Emperor perhaps planning...?"

Yuria wasn't completely ignorant about politics.
However, while she had basic knowledge as the Young Lady of House Arsein, her lack of experience prevented her from being completely confident.

"It's exactly as you suspect."

Theodore told her what their Emperor was planning.
This fact would increase the pressure on Yuria, but she had already made up her mind.
It would be an insult to her determination to withhold information out of concern for her burden.

"Theo, the Britannia Empire's royal family won't say anything to you, right?"

Yuria wasn't worried about winning.
She had vowed to win, and didn't entertain the slightest thought of losing.
She refused to even begin such weak and half-hearted thinking.

Therefore, what worried her was whether the Britannia Empire's royal family would say something to Theodore about his agreement to cooperate after she won.

"It's fine. This is just a business relationship after all."

Theodore answered Yuria's concern as if it were nothing.
In fact, to him, it really was nothing.

"I'm worried they might find fault with the deal."

"Those people might try that. But if Princess Louise has communicated properly, they won't make such an unreasonable move."

There was no trust between him and the Britannia Empire.
They didn't believe in each other, and naturally didn't care about each other's positions.

*It's just a transaction after all.*

For Princess Louise and the Britannia Empire's royal family, they desperately needed his cooperation to escape blame.
For him, rather than making enemies of the Britannia Empire's royal family, he would use their need for his cooperation as bait to gain political benefits that would greatly contribute to his country and family.

He had simply made an excellent deal as the heir to House Skyroad, not as the Chosen One.

"Even if they did, they'd be the only ones to lose."

"...Yes."

"So don't worry about me staying because of you."

Yuria's eyes widened slightly like a startled rabbit at Theodore's words.

"...So you knew after all."

"How could I not know? You wouldn't have worried this excessively otherwise."

No matter what the Britannia Empire's royal family did, the fact that he had the upper hand wouldn't change.
Yet Yuria was worrying excessively because she felt indebted.
She felt guilty thinking that her decision to participate in the tournament had caused her fiancé, Theodore Skyroad, to stay here.

"As I've already said, your existence alone is a reward more precious than anything else to me."

Theodore's hand rose to Yuria's cheek.
At Theodore's words, Yuria closed her eyes slightly instead of answering, and Theodore didn't say anything more.
He simply kissed her lips.
Unlike his merely transactional relationship with the Britannia Empire's royal family, he embraced her—his true lifelong companion...
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The tournament had a total of 32 participants.
The number of participants was significantly reduced from the initial pool of eager students due to the entrance test requirement.
Many students failed to meet the condition of blocking at least one attack from a professor during registration.

"Ugh, damn it."

"I really wanted to participate."

However, by allowing only those who had proven their basic skills to participate, the tournament gained the advantage of being perceived as an event for those with genuine ability.
This aspect played a positive role in generating significant public interest in the tournament.

"Finally, today's the day."

On Friday morning, countless gazes turned toward the arena reportedly provided by the Emperor of the Britannia Empire himself.

"Today's matches begin here!"

"Who will be the champion of this tournament?"

"Could it be Frederick Failin, the top student of the fourth-year Swordsmanship Department at Minst Academy?"

"No, Yuria Arsein, the fiancée of Theodore Skyroad, the Chosen One, might be a strong contender."

"Being the Chosen One's fiancée, she must have learned a lot from him, right?"

"Probably so."

People were already exchanging predictions about who would win the tournament.

"Wow, it's quite large!"

"Seems the Britannia Empire was quite generous."

Journalists were also present at this major event.
They had come in person to publish articles in newspapers and weren't about to miss this rare opportunity for an exclusive story.
However, this tournament wasn't just drawing attention from Britannia Empire journalists.
A considerable number of journalists from the Arkan Empire and Sran Empire had also come to cover the event.

"This story must be documented."

"I have to record who wins."

The tournament was no longer just a festival for Minst Academy students.
Most people in the Britannia Empire were eagerly anticipating this tournament.
The event had garnered interest throughout the Britannia Empire and even in the Arkan Empire because of its participants.

Among them, Yuria Arsein was receiving particular attention.
Even her brief appearance as she headed toward the contestants' waiting room immediately drew people's gazes.

"They said she was the most beautiful woman in the Arkan Empire, and her beauty truly is remarkable."

"Befitting the Chosen One's lover!"

"It's a shame she went into the waiting room before we could capture her image."

Journalists had always regretted having to express what they saw through words alone, with all the visual limitations that entailed.
But that was now a thing of the past.
They had recently received a device called a camera from the Imperial Family.
This device, which could record images with magic and then produce them as pictures, was a miracle that eliminated all their previous frustrations.

'If we include Yuria Arsein's appearance in our article, sales will be tremendous!'

'Especially if we capture her after defeating a Britannia Empire student, it will be incredibly popular.'

The journalists from the Arkan Empire were determined not to miss this exclusive moment.
The first match was scheduled to begin at 1 PM, so they would need to eat lunch a bit early at 11 AM and then wait.

* * *

'Finally, this day has come.'

Yuria was quietly and calmly composing herself.
All eyes in the contestants' waiting room were on her.
The carefully selected 32 participants were all skilled enough to have blocked the professors' attacks.
They were all competitors, and thus the looks the other contestants gave Yuria both admired her perfect beauty and regarded her as the most dangerous rival.

"Yuria Arsein."

"We can't let our guard down."

Those who gazed at Yuria with cautious eyes clearly displayed their fighting spirit.
Jade Miller, the top student of the fourth-year Magic Department who had once tried to court Yuria and suffered at Theodore's hands, was not participating in this tournament, but 31 of the 32 students were all top students from various years and departments at Minst Academy.

'Only two first-year top students made it.'

Apparently, even the top first-year students had only managed to advance from the Swordsmanship and Magic Departments due to their lack of skill and experience.
Owen Lawrence, the top student of the second-year Swordsmanship Department, and Princess Louise, the top student of the second-year Magic Department, could be seen sitting quietly in the waiting room, composing themselves.

'I must win.'

Yuria felt her fighting spirit rise as she realized that today was the beginning of the path that would bring her closest to fulfilling her purpose for coming to Minst Academy.
She wouldn't be able to face everyone gathered here, as they would all be advancing through their own matches.
But there would be at least five matches.
Moreover, those she would face would be ones who had proven themselves stronger than other students by defeating their rivals, making them worthy opponents to overcome.

'Everyone is wary of each other.'

Yuria could feel the cautious gazes directed at her, and while she received more attention than others, she understood that everyone gathered here was a competitor.
As evidence, those who had been eyeing her cautiously soon turned to regard each other with the same wariness.

"I will definitely avenge my previous defeat."

Owen approached her to deliver this one message before returning to his seat, gripping his sword and calming his nerves—a scene that was nothing out of the ordinary.

'I will definitely be the champion of this tournament.'

The tournament starting today would continue until next week.
If she failed to win this tournament, not only would her reputation suffer, but also that of Theodore who had taught her, and furthermore, she would be breaking the oath she had made before the Emperor of the Arkan Empire.

'I absolutely cannot lose.'

Yuria, who had never even considered the possibility of losing, recalled the training she had done with Theodore over the past few days.
She remembered training late into the night with him, and how Theodore had personally carried her to the bathroom when she collapsed from exhaustion, drenched in sweat.

What happened afterward was something she deliberately chose not to recall in the current situation, as it was too inappropriate to think about now.
She needed to focus solely on the competition.

"Everyone, thank you for your patience. The tournament bracket has been revealed."

What appeared to be servants of the Britannia Imperial Family arrived carrying the tournament bracket.
The bracket was only being revealed now, 30 minutes before the start of the matches.
Even though there would be a total of 16 matches today, each with a 30-minute time limit, the reason for revealing the bracket only now was simple.

'They want the first matches to begin without giving us time to prepare for specific opponents.'

If one knew their opponent in advance, they would naturally have time to prepare.
Of course, the opponent would also know about them and prepare accordingly.
As a result, how much one researched their opponent and how well they prepared would be crucial factors in determining the outcome.

'My first opponent is...'

Yuria's gaze fell on the name written on the bracket.

[Yuria Arsein vs. Cynthia Collins]

'Cynthia Collins, top student of the third-year Spirit Department.'

Yuria felt somewhat excited that her first opponent was a spirit user.
It would be a different experience from facing mages or swordsmen.
She knew Theodore used spirit magic, but she had never seen him use spirit magic at full power.

'Theodore was too strong for that.'

Unfortunately, her sword had yet to reach Theodore.
As someone who aimed to reach him, she couldn't possibly fail to win the tournament, so she firmly strengthened her resolve to become the champion as she looked at her opponent, the spirit user.

Cynthia Collins, a 22-year-old woman one year older than her, had slightly duller silver hair than Yuria's and green eyes, with quite remarkable beauty.
However, she seemed somewhat introverted and passive, making it hard to believe she had entered such a tournament.

At that moment, Cynthia approached her.

"Hello, Lady Yuria."

Cynthia greeted her first.

"Yes, nice to meet you."

Yuria responded politely to the greeting.

"Um, are you going to cut me with your sword in the match?"

As she asked this, Cynthia's eyes, fixed on the scabbard and sword at Yuria's waist, were filled with fear.

'Fear?'

Yuria was genuinely taken aback by this completely unexpected reaction.
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'Am I scary?'

Yuria briefly wondered this, but no matter how she thought about it, there was nothing about her that should appear frightening.

"Is there some problem?"

"Ah, n-no! Um, nothing!"

However, Cynthia's trembling appearance, gripped by fear, looked almost pitiful.
Against an opponent in this state, it seemed like she could easily win as soon as the fight began.
But that wasn't what she wanted.

'I didn't come here for that kind of victory.'

She hadn't decided to study abroad at the Minst Academy of the Britannia Empire for such a trivial victory.
She didn't want to accept that kind of win.

"Then why are you so nervous?"

That's why Yuria, who would normally have let this pass, pointed it out with a sharp voice.
According to the tournament bracket, her match was positioned third, so there was still an hour and thirty minutes remaining.

'I need to help her regain her composure during that time.'

As if sensing Yuria's thoughts, Cynthia answered.

"I-I'm nervous... because... if you get hurt... I'm afraid he might get angry."

From those words, Yuria realized what Cynthia was afraid of.
She was apparently afraid that if Yuria were to be injured in the match, her fiancé Theodore might seek revenge.

"I-I heard that William lost his arms and legs after touching you. If it's alright with you, should I just forfeit?"

Cynthia's suggestion of forfeiting showed she was genuinely terrified.
However, now understanding what she feared, Yuria smiled and shook her head.

"No. Please face me with your full strength instead."

"What?"

Cynthia's eyes widened in surprise at Yuria's unexpected response.
But her eyes still held fear rooted in anxiety.
To completely dispel her fear of retaliation in case she caused an injury, Yuria needed to make a firm promise.

"I swear on my family name. There will be no retaliation because of the outcome or injuries from this match. So please face me with your full strength."

When Yuria made this promise on her family's name, Cynthia's expression visibly calmed.
Not just her, but others who had been secretly worried about this seemed relieved as well.

'It's because of the weight carried by the title of the Chosen One's fiancée.'

Yuria felt that the name value of being  was greater than she had thought.
But this too was just another obstacle to overcome.
If she was merely overshadowed by her fiancé's reputation, it only meant that she herself wasn't worth much more than that.

"I came here to prove my own abilities. If Senior Cynthia doesn't fight with all her strength, it means nothing to me. So please fight with your full power. And regardless of the outcome, I'd like us to congratulate whoever wins."

"I-I understand."

Cynthia looked both relieved and impressed by Yuria's determination.

'Good.'

Seeing her expression, it seemed she would now approach the match more actively.

* * *

Theodore was watching the arena from the spectator stands.

'Third match.'

Yuria's match today was scheduled third.
The thirty-minute time limit was not only a restriction for the match but also a consideration for the audience.
If a match ended in ten minutes, the remaining twenty minutes would give spectators time to attend to other matters.

"Is the third match Yuria Arsein?"

"Her opponent is Cynthia Collins, the top student in the third-year Spirit Department."

"A rare spirit user as an opponent! This should be interesting!"

The stands were now filled with numerous students.
Students from various departments—Swordsmanship, Magic, Spirit, Spear Arts, and more—gathered in groups with their friends, chatting excitedly regardless of their departments.
Even journalists and people who seemed to have no connection to Minst Academy were visible in the arena stands.
They had gathered to enjoy watching these matches as spectators.

'Everyone's excited.'

As the saying goes, one of the most entertaining spectacles is watching a fight. Matches between students skilled enough to rank at the top of their departments and years at Minst Academy were quite a sight for the audience.
There was also the fun of contemplating and predicting who would win.
From the moment the top 16 were confirmed, bets were likely being placed on the outcomes.

"I heard the Chosen One's fiancée is incredibly beautiful?"

"Hey, student. Is that rumor true?"

"Ah, yes. To be honest, she's so beautiful that you might question if she's even human. But being the Chosen One's woman, she's like a flower on a cliff edge."

"Oh, is that so?"

"How interesting!"

Nearby, Theodore could hear people asking about Yuria and a student answering their questions.
They were unaware that Theodore was so close to them, as he had cast a confusion-type spell that prevented others from properly recognizing him.

'I can't be disturbed.'

He needed to take in every moment of Yuria's matches.
He couldn't miss a single scene.

And then it was time for Yuria's round of 32 match to begin.

Woooaaah!

Cheers erupted from those who had been eagerly awaiting Yuria Arsein's appearance on the arena floor.
Then a person who appeared to be the announcer, with slicked-back hair and sunglasses, appeared.

"Thank you all for waiting! Now, the match between second-year Swordsmanship Department exchange student from Jeiha Academy, Yuria Arsein, and Minst Academy's third-year top student from the Spirit Department, Cynthia Collins, will begin!"

Clap clap clap-!
Woooaaah!

As applause and cheers filled the air, Theodore watched Yuria step onto the arena floor.
Unlike Yuria, who carried only a single sword, Cynthia Collins held a long staff.
Though not a magician, her spirit arts involved not just leaving the fighting to spirits but also participating herself.
So to better control her power, she had brought a standard staff permitted in the tournament.

'Just a regular staff for easier control, nothing more.'

And Yuria's sword, while sharp and sturdy, had no special powers either.
But for a swordsman, that was all that was needed.

"Student Cynthia Collins is the top student in the third year of the Spirit Department. She is the eldest daughter of the Collins family, famous for being spirit users since her grandfather's generation!"

The announcer first introduced Cynthia Collins. After finishing her introduction, he moved on to introduce Yuria.

"And! Student Yuria Arsein is the only participant in this tournament who is not a student of Minst Academy but an exchange student from Jeiha Academy! A second-year student in the Swordsmanship Department, she is the fiancée of none other than the Chosen One, Theodore Skylord!"

True to his profession, the announcer made no mention of Yuria's appearance.
Most people who saw her would typically comment on her beautiful appearance, but his restraint showed his strong professional ethics.

"Now, let the match between these two begin!"

With the announcer's declaration, Yuria and Cynthia, who had been facing each other, immediately sprang into action.
As Yuria drew her sword and quickly moved to attack Cynthia, the latter could be seen summoning spirits of various attributes.

Whoosh!
Crackle!
Boom-

A fire spirit in the form of a lizard spewed flames to block Yuria's path and hinder her advance.
A lightning spirit shaped like a small bird scattered lightning bolts, threatening Yuria with aggressive attacks.
An earth spirit resembling an old man was shaking the ground of the arena.

'I see, so this is her approach?'

Damaging the arena terrain was not against the rules.
And Cynthia Collins was clearly trying to push Yuria back using everything possible within those rules.

'After the match, the archmages will restore the arena anyway.'

The students just needed to focus purely on the match.

"Haaaah!"

Spirit energy gathered in Cynthia's staff, and then shot toward Yuria like a beam of light.
Cynthia's attack, being quickly launched, didn't match high-level magic in power, but it carried enough force to rival mid-level magic.
However, this attack was a mistake.

Theodore could see Yuria taking a defensive stance with her sword, infusing it with a counter-force aura.

'If she had launched consecutive attacks instead, the match might have lasted longer.'

As Theodore finished this thought, silence fell over the spectator stands that had been cheering in anticipation of an intense battle.

"Huh, what?"

"What just happened?"
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"Arghhhh."

Cynthia had fallen out of bounds with a painful cry.
Collapsed on the ground, she didn't appear to be seriously injured or in life-threatening condition, but she couldn't get up.

'Weak against pain.'

She couldn't muster the courage to stand because of the intense pain she would feel if she forced her body to rise.
This was precisely the fatal weakness of mages and spirit masters.

'A lack of tolerance for pain.'

If it had been Yuria, she would have probably ignored the pain and forced herself to stand up even after receiving the same level of impact.
But mages and spirit masters, who were weak in physical training and pain tolerance, tended to crumble easily when experiencing pain.
Recognizing this problem, mages had been using magic to develop training methods to build this tolerance for over a hundred years.

'But not spirit masters.'

Spirit masters, being fewer in number, had less tendency to gather and research advancements together, and most were even more individualistic than mages.
Mages also had individualistic tendencies and were quite secretive.
But it was still mages who gathered together, put their heads together, and conducted research for advancement.
In that sense, Cynthia's defeat showed how spirit masters' development was gradually declining.

"Ah."

Yuria, standing in the arena, let out a regretful sound.
To the spectators, it would have appeared that Cynthia launched an attack, only for it to be returned and strike her down in a single blow.
However, this wasn't what Yuria had intended.

She had merely deflected Cynthia's attack with counter-force while blocking the attacks and interference from the spirits, without intending to defeat her opponent with it.
Her goal would have been to shake off the spirits and approach the spirit master while Cynthia was distracted trying to block the returned attack.

However, in her urgency, Cynthia had tried to protect herself with spirit power, but the hastily deployed barrier couldn't completely block her own returned attack, leading to her defeat.
For Yuria, it was as if she had achieved victory while merely trying to check her opponent.

Standing in the arena, Yuria couldn't hide her bewildered expression and couldn't purely rejoice in her victory.
It must have been incredibly absurd for her, but this match was her fair and square victory.
After all, battles can be decided by a moment of carelessness or a single mistake.

* * *

"How skilled is Yuria Arsein?"

"Well? Did she defeat the spirits?"

"No, the spirit master got hit by her own deflected attack and collapsed, so..."

The result of the match was Yuria's victory.
But the outcome was not very satisfying from Yuria's perspective.
No, it was rather disappointing.

'This kind of victory isn't great...'

Her opponent had fallen too easily.
Yuria had suggested treating her and resuming the fight, but her opinion wasn't accepted.

"Student Cynthia was struck by her own deflected attack and collapsed. A student who has been fairly defeated in a match cannot challenge again. Student Yuria's victory stands."

The announcer drew a firm line and declared Yuria's victory.
And even from Yuria's perspective, she had won fair and square.
It was just that the outcome felt too hollow.

'I couldn't properly show what I can do.'

In others' eyes, it would only look like she had won by luck.
And honestly, Yuria found it difficult to deny this assessment.
She was confident that she would have won overwhelmingly if the fight had continued, but the problem was that the spectators didn't think so.

"That wasn't a proper fight."

"The ending was too anticlimactic."

The spectators who had wanted an intense battle expressed disappointment with the process and result of the match, and weren't giving a fair assessment of Yuria's skills.
From their perspective, the ending was too absurd.
Unfortunately, Yuria couldn't deny their opinions.
Even to her, the ending was too ridiculous.

"Haah."

Since today's match was over, she no longer needed to stay in the participants' waiting room.
As she came outside and let out a slight sigh, a hand was placed on her shoulder.

"You look troubled."

Hearing her fiancé's voice that she heard every day, Yuria nodded without turning her head.

"Yes. A little."

As she nodded slightly, she was surprised a moment later.
Suddenly, Theodore embraced her from behind.

"Th-Theo?"

"It's not a little, but a lot of trouble, isn't it?"

Theodore, still embracing her from behind, whispered close to her ear.

"...Yes, I suppose that's true."

Yuria nodded and admitted it.
To be honest, she was indeed very troubled.
And Theodore continued to speak to her while embracing her from behind.

"But this match was your victory. No one can deny that. If anything, it's the opponent's fault for not being able to block such an attack."

Cynthia Collins wasn't originally someone who would fall to such a minor attack.
But her lack of experience ultimately led her to show such an absurd display in a real battle.
That was all there was to it.

"That's why diverse experience is necessary. Yuria, you saw it too, didn't you? How absurd it is to fall so pathetically despite having skill..."

"I think I understand."

If it had been Yuria, even if an attack had been returned by counter-force, she wouldn't have panicked and focused solely on defense.
She would have prioritized deflecting it as much as possible to avoid a direct hit, or if that wasn't possible, she would have chosen to neutralize it. But Cynthia panicked and only tried to create a barrier with spirit power, resulting in her being hit by her own attack and knocked out.

"Don't be too disheartened. The tournament has only just begun today."

She still had four more fights ahead of her.

"I suppose so."

The next opponent she would face wouldn't collapse so absurdly like this.
Having secured victories to advance, they wouldn't suffer an absurd defeat due to being unprepared for unexpected situations like Cynthia.

"Yes. So what do you want to do?"

"...I should go find Senior Cynthia."

She would be receiving treatment with holy power, and since her injuries weren't severe, the treatment would have finished quickly.

"And when you find her?"

"...I'd like to ask for another match if there's an opportunity."

Yuria felt like she knew what she truly wanted.
Although she had won fair and square, she wanted to restart this match that had ended so absurdly.
She wanted a clean conclusion, regardless of the tournament.

'I hate this unsettled feeling.'

At her words, Theodore turned her body around.
Facing him, Yuria felt Theodore's hands placed on her cheeks.

"Alright, I've heard what you want."

After saying that, Theodore took her and instantly teleported back to his quarters.

"Theo?"

When Yuria showed a puzzled expression at suddenly returning to their quarters, Theodore said:

"Wait here for a moment. I'll explain when I get back."

"...? Okay."

Yuria was puzzled but didn't ask questions.
He said he would explain when he returned, so she decided to wait until then.

'Could it be related to his duties as the Chosen One?'

When she thought that sending her here instead of letting her find Cynthia might be related to such important matters, Yuria became even more aware of her own inadequacies.

'I'm still lacking.'

Winning so absurdly in this match was possible because she had the skills for it.
But that didn't mean she was strong enough to fight alongside Theodore.
Realizing this again, Yuria decided to continue her training within reason, as she needed to manage her condition for tomorrow's tournament.

'Let me review what Theo taught me first...'

Yuria took her sword and went out to the courtyard of their quarters to lightly practice and review what Theodore had taught her.

* * *

'How bold of them to make such a move.'

Leaving Yuria behind, Theodore arrived at his destination and sensed the presence that had triggered his detection.
It was surprising that someone would appear so openly in the Britannia Empire despite his presence.
This was the first time someone had so blatantly hastened their doom.

'A higher Helminth.'

And the location of the Helminth was also problematic.
The higher Helminth was now heading toward the hospital room where Cynthia Collins, who had been defeated so absurdly by Yuria, was lying.

'I won't let this tournament be ruined.'

For the sake of his beloved fiancée, he wouldn't allow this tournament—which would be a stepping stone to fulfilling her dream—to be damaged.
This was a pledge not only as the Chosen One but as Theodore Skyroad, an individual.
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'I lost.'

That was the thought Cynthia had when she collapsed to the ground.
Yuria Arsein was a righteous swordswoman who seemed like she'd stepped out of a storybook.
She purely desired a fair match fought with full strength, and it almost turned out that way.

'How pathetic.'

But facing the process and result, Cynthia thought herself utterly pathetic.
She had tried to face Yuria with all her might.
However, the confrontation flowed differently than she had expected.

'To end like this...'

As the top student in her third year at the Spirit Department, she commanded powerful spirits.
Because of this, she had resolved to give a good showing even if she lost to Yuria Arsein, and gave it her all.
But the result was the worst possible outcome.

'To be defeated by my own attack...'

Her attack was a beam-type assault that concentrated and fired spirit energy gathered in one place.
It was a power that didn't just rely on spirits but allowed the spirit user herself to borrow the spirits' energy to gain combat ability.
The problem was that she was extremely vulnerable to unexpected situations.

If a spirit had been hit, it would have simply been unsummoned.
Then she could have filled that empty space with another spirit.
But she failed to properly defend against an attack aimed directly at her.

She never imagined that the attack she launched at Yuria after having her spirits restrain her would return to herself.
And faced with this unexpected variable, she panicked and couldn't defend properly, only managing to cast a protective barrier to reduce the impact.
If she had fired beams in timed succession, or calmly responded to the returning beam, she could have neutralized it.

'I panicked too much... it was my mistake...'

In her excessive panic, she made a mistake, and the result was a defeat so meaningless it was disheartening.
It was so embarrassing and shameful that she couldn't hold her head up.
Looking at her pitiful state lying in the infirmary bed made her want to cry.

"My, what a pretty young lady looking so troubled."

Cynthia opened her eyes at the unfamiliar male voice.
Before her was the face of a man she had never seen before.
The man had gray hair and black eyes, with quite handsome features, but emanated an atmosphere that somehow felt inhuman.

"Who... are you?"

Cynthia's voice was laced with wariness, and she prepared to summon her spirits if necessary.
The infirmary room she was in was a private room.
As the top student in the third year Spirit Department at Minst Academy, she was provided with a private room in the infirmary.
Yet this person had intruded without permission.

'Who is this person?'

The man smiled at the wary Cynthia and said:

"There's no need to be so cautious. My name is Creed. I simply came because I was concerned about your situation and wondered if I might offer some help."

Despite the words of the man who identified himself as Creed, Cynthia remained wary.

"Help?"

"Yes. I came to offer assistance because I felt sorry seeing you in despair over such a meaningless defeat."

Meaningless defeat.
Those words brought back the memory of her ridiculous loss earlier.
Even from Yuria's perspective, it must have seemed like an absurd, accidental victory.
In fact, when she was lying down, Yuria had expressed her desire to continue the match, but her wish wasn't granted.

'How embarrassing...'

What weighed even more heavily on Cynthia's mind was that this confrontation wouldn't end as just a one-on-one match.
She had suffered the most absurd and ridiculous defeat in front of numerous spectators.
The more she thought about being knocked down because she couldn't respond to her own attack being reflected back at her, the more embarrassed and ashamed she felt, unable to lift her head.

'Everyone must have seen it...'

The thought that her family in the audience had witnessed it made her even more ashamed.

"Your family seemed quite heartbroken. They never imagined their proud, top-ranking daughter would suffer such a meaningless and absurd defeat, and they seemed unable to lift their heads from shame."

Cynthia's lips trembled at those words.
Having just received treatment in the infirmary and been allowed to rest in a private room, she hadn't yet received any visits from her family.
But she was too ashamed of herself to face them, feeling she had no right to look them in the eye.

However, while she was ashamed before her family, that didn't change the fact that this strange intruder was suspicious.

"What exactly is your purpose? What kind of help are you offering? Are you saying you can arrange a rematch?"

"No. Something better. I will help you defeat Yuria Arsein and ensure that no one can look down on your abilities again."

Cynthia felt bitter about her current situation as Creed spoke with such confidence.

'Yes, I've become famous for an absurd defeat now.'

The thought alone was depressing.
Having worked hard to reach the top position, she had entered the tournament only because of pressure from those around her saying that as the top student, she naturally had to participate.
But with this result, it would have been better if she had simply forfeited against Yuria.

'But this person is suspicious.'

However, that was that, and this was this.
Cynthia wasn't the type to easily trust strangers, especially not some unknown man who suddenly appeared.

"I appreciate your words, but honestly, I'd prefer if you just left."

Cynthia tried to politely send him away.

"My, are you perhaps afraid to face Yuria Arsein again? I suppose I'll have to help you."

But this man was more stubborn than she expected.

"W-wait! What are you trying to do?"

Cynthia quickly summoned her spirits and remained on guard as the man approached her.

"There's no need to worry. I'm simply trying to awaken your fighting spirit."

Creed smiled and pointed at the spirits, saying:

"You have exceptional skill for your age, but you were eliminated due to a momentary mistake. How frustrating that must be! Don't you want to challenge her again and prove that match was just a fluke?"

"That's one thing, and this is another! Who are you really? What's your purpose?"

Cynthia glared at Creed with eyes full of wariness, ready to attack if necessary.
The spirits she had summoned were also preparing for battle, poised to rush at Creed at any moment.

"My~ Purpose, you say? Despite appearances, I've come here risking my life because I felt sorry for your miserable state and wanted to help. Hehehe."

Creed smiled and gave an exaggerated bow, then said:

"So please, recall it. The mockery and ridicule of people who will laugh at you when you go outside. And the disappointed faces of your family, the tragedy that ended without showing a proper fight!"

"Stop it! Did you come here just to mock me? Get out now!"

Naturally, Cynthia could only think that a madman had come to taunt her.
And seeing her reaction, Creed said:

"Yes, I will. But before that... let me nurture the dark and negative aspects within your heart... Gack?!"

As Creed reached out toward Cynthia, he suddenly collapsed in pain as if something was crushing him.

"Huh?"

Cynthia was bewildered by the sight of Creed suddenly collapsing to the floor despite her not having done anything.
And she belatedly realized that someone else had entered the hospital room.
It was a golden-haired man with incredibly handsome features, a face both familiar and unfamiliar to her.
It was a contradictory expression she could make because she had often seen someone who looked remarkably similar to him, making him familiar, but she hadn't actually seen him much, making him unfamiliar.

"T-Theodore Skyroad?"

The Chosen One, Theodore Skyroad, had entered the hospital room.

"An unexpected one."

However, Theodore wasn't looking at her.
His gaze was directed at Creed, who had collapsed on the floor.

"K-kuhehe... Well, well... You've grown so much. Theodore Artin, no, Theodore Skyroad."

Creed's face, as he lifted his head, now bore an ominous smile.
His sinister smile as he looked at Theodore made him appear even more inhuman.

"You've crawled out well."

"Yes. I suppose the time of purification is approaching."

As Creed spoke, the space around him and Theodore began to ripple, which startled Cynthia.
The hospital room had suddenly changed into a wilderness.
She, who had been sitting on the hospital bed, now found herself and the bed abruptly transported from the hospital room to the middle of a wasteland.

"Senior Cynthia Collins, at my fiancée Yuria's request, I will protect you from now on."
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Cynthia nodded at Theodore's words promising to protect her.

"Yes, please do."

If an ordinary student had said the same thing as Theodore just now, she would have reacted differently. As his senior, she would have been concerned about receiving help from a junior and would have seriously wondered if she should be the one helping instead.

But when that junior was Theodore Skyroad, there was no need for such worries.

If something happened that caused concern for him, "the Chosen One," it would be tantamount to the world ending. While his status as the Chosen One was overshadowed by William, in reality, it meant he was the only hope capable of saving the world from the brink of destruction. If Theodore Skyroad, the Chosen One, were to face danger in a place like this, the world would be doomed—making it worth seriously considering giving up on life altogether.

He was different from fakes like William Artin.

'I never believed in William anyway.'

Cynthia had seriously doubted and distrusted that William Artin could be the Chosen One. If he were truly the Chosen One, their fate would already have been judged hopeless.

In contrast, Theodore Skyroad possessed overwhelming abilities befitting a true Chosen One, making her think that perhaps he really could be the hope to save the world.

From the beginning, Cynthia was just a student with no power in the Britannia Empire, and her main concern was whether they would survive going forward. She wasn't directly affected by the aftermath of the Empire putting William forward as their champion.

'Which means...'

Therefore, Cynthia quickly reached a conclusion. The man who identified himself as Creed was clearly dangerous, given how he displayed hostility despite Theodore saying he would protect her.

'He might be an extremely bad guy.'

The thought gave her chills, but she decided to trust the Chosen One and believe she was safe. However, what happened next before her eyes exceeded her imagination.

"Well, well."

It began with a red glow appearing in the eyes of the man called Creed. Then, his entire body twisted grotesquely.

The handsome man's appearance vanished completely, replaced by a hideous monster covered with numerous tentacles and sharp, insect-like legs protruding from all over its body.

"So your form has changed again."

But Theodore showed no surprise at the sight of the monster; rather, he noted how it differed from before.

"Yes, our evolution must continue in order to face you."

Speaking as if it were perfectly natural, Creed moved in his grotesque monstrous form, and Theodore moved as well. A moment later, Cynthia felt she could hardly follow what was happening.

Bang! Bang! Bang!

She heard the delayed impact sounds spreading through the surroundings whenever the two attacked each other, moving at invisible speeds. During the confrontation, she could see long, thin, insect-like legs being scattered around after being severed. From what she could observe, the battle was clearly tilting in Theodore's favor.

'Too fast!'

However, it was all happening so quickly that she couldn't make sense of anything. One thing was certain, though—this monster was completely beyond her ability to handle.

She didn't know what the monster had intended to do to her, but if Theodore hadn't been there, she would certainly have met a terrible fate. The thought sent chills down her spine.

"Gaaack!"

And the battle was decided. Creed had reverted to human form and lay collapsed on the ground. But the insect-like fragments and severed tentacles scattered everywhere remained as clear evidence of his monstrous true identity. The ground around where he had fallen appeared sunken, as if some invisible massive force was pressing down on him.

"Kuh, hahaha! As expected, you're amazing. The power of the Chosen One is... truly terrifying."

Creed let out a maniacal laugh even in his subdued state.

"What a futile defeat. How ironic—I came to give hope to a young lady despairing over a futile defeat, only to experience such a futile defeat myself."

Theodore spoke in a cold voice toward Creed who was muttering these words.

"Even if I kill you here, your main body is elsewhere, so I can't say I'll completely kill you. But at the very least, you need to disappear."

"Hehe, yes. I came prepared to sacrifice my life. No matter how careful I was, I couldn't have escaped your eyes anyway."

Creed spoke as if he had already accepted death. Theodore looked at him with an extremely cold expression, gazing at him with disgust as he spoke.

"Your human appearance is disgusting. You parasite."

"Hehehe, a parasite~ That's not wrong."

Then Creed suddenly threw something at Theodore.

"By the way, aren't you curious? Why I approached Cynthia Collins and gave her power to target Yuria Arsein?"

"I have one question too. Did you think I would fall for such an obvious attempt at distraction?"

"Heh, hahaha~ No. Then please kill me quickly. I hope next time my main body will have the chance to kill you."

With those final words, Theodore's sword severed Creed's neck. As his head was cut off, his body crumbled and turned to dust.

"That will never happen. All of you will die."

Theodore muttered in a low voice before turning to look at Cynthia.

"W-what was that? A-are these monsters the calamity that will bring about the end of the world?"

This was the first thing Cynthia asked. Terrified by the fact that such a monster had approached her, she first questioned about the creature.

"Yes. But you probably won't be attacked again, so please put your mind at ease."

Theodore then sent her back to the hospital room with her bed, as if he found it bothersome to continue the conversation. But when she returned to the room, Theodore was nowhere to be seen. He had already disappeared.

'W-what just happened?'

Cynthia completely forgot her despair over her futile defeat. What she had just experienced was too shocking to worry about such trivial matters. She couldn't forget the hideous appearance of that monster.

And she couldn't help but realize why the Chosen One was the hope to save the world. A hero was someone who protected the world against such terrifying monsters. What else could be the hope to save the world if not a hero?

'I have no choice but to believe and follow him.'

And she became convinced that to deal with monsters like these, she had no choice but to believe in and follow him, the Chosen One.

* * *

'Upper Helminth, Creed.'

As Theodore recalled the Helminth he had eliminated today, he was thinking back to eleven years ago. Since it wasn't even the main body, he had been able to eliminate it easily without needing to use his full power.

However, the Upper Helminths weren't limited to Creed's main body alone. Many Helminths were currently hiding, and the early-form Helminths that had spread from the Suran Empire were merely minor threats.

'Creed, you're quite persistent.'

Among them, Creed was a Helminth that remained quite memorable to Theodore. After all, eleven years ago, he was one of the Helminths who had attempted to assassinate Duke Skyroad.

Of course, that Creed was also just an avatar created by the main body, like the current Creed, but the fact that the main Creed had tried to assassinate Duke Skyroad was something Theodore could never forget.

It was the day he confirmed the crime against his father, the day he first met Duke Skyroad, and the fundamental day he became Theodore Skyroad instead of Theodore Artin.

[If you don't protect Yuria Arsein, you'll probably regret it.]

It was also the day he heard those words, which he had dismissed at the time, wondering what that woman had to do with him. But now, the being who had spoken those words was no longer in this world. The entity that had given him this message had essentially disappeared from this world. By its own choice, it had transformed into a mere tool without its own will.

Duke Skyroad.
Duchess Skyroad.
Judith Skyroad.
Reina Skyroad.
Yuria Arsein.

After recalling these five people whom he absolutely had to protect, Theodore thought of the Skyroad and Arsein ducal families and reaffirmed his determination to ensure that the Helminths would never harm any of them.
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In the dark cave where glowing braziers were installed throughout.

This place, meticulously created to hide their existence, was the most secretive location on the continent.
Indeed, it was a place so thoroughly isolated that even Theodore Skyroad, the Chosen One, could not find it.
While a passage connected it to the continent, it wasn't actually located on the continent itself.

And currently, this was the most dangerous place on the continent.
In the massive hall of this cave, six men and women sat around a circular table.

"My avatar has been destroyed."

A brief silence followed the gray-haired man's words.

"That troublesome fellow continues to interfere."

A sharp-featured man with purple hair spoke.
In response, a woman with a sultry voice smiled and said:

"Hehe, shouldn't he do at least that much to justify why we're hiding here?"

The purple-haired man glared coldly at her and replied:

"I wish you would choose your words more carefully. Are you praising him?"

"I'm just stating facts, aren't I?"

The woman shrugged as she spoke.

"Honestly, aren't we hiding here because we're afraid of him? If we could have eliminated him with our own hands, we would have done so long ago."

A blue-haired man nodded at her words.

"Luina is right, Dusta. We're taking shelter here because we fear him. We mustn't forget that fact."

Dusta, the purple-haired man, glared at him.

"Ezra."

But unable to refute his words, he could only glare.

"That's why we're preparing, isn't it, Ezra?"

The one who picked up his words was one of only two women present, besides Luina.
Unlike Luina, who was a beautiful woman with long brown hair, blue eyes, and a gentle impression, this woman had jet-black hair, light brown eyes, and an air of nobility about her.

"Naomi."

"When our Judgment Day Project succeeds, even the Chosen One won't be able to stop the end and rebirth of this world. Hehehe."

Naomi laughed elegantly.
Hearing her words, Dusta's expression softened.

"That's right. The moment our brethren appear in this world en masse, even the Chosen One will be helpless."

Dusta's tone was extremely excited, as if he desperately wished for that day to come as soon as possible. Seeing his purple eyes boiling with excitement, Ezra slightly shook his head.

"But it's also true that it won't be easy right away. Even if we try to cause social chaos, we'd just be suppressed anyway."

Especially eleven years ago, the plan they had orchestrated was thwarted by the Chosen One.

"Originally, we planned to kill Duke Skyroad and cause chaos."

Dusta spoke regretfully, looking at Creed who had carried out that operation.

"Yes, we failed. We also failed to secure Yuria Arcein and Lilia Arcein."

Luina gave a bitter smile at those words.

"Indeed. The plan was to kill Duke Skyroad, then manipulate his corpse to make it seem like he was alive to approach the Arcein ducal family... we also failed to secure the 'Saint'."

At that time, they had just achieved evolution and couldn't move directly because of it.
The Chosen One was also incomparably weaker than now, but they couldn't use their powers either, so it couldn't be helped.

"Besides, the necessity of those three has diminished compared to before, hasn't it?"

The time when they needed at least one of those three had already passed.
The day their Judgment Day Project succeeded, their goal would be achieved, and the world would be turned upside down.
When that moment came, the existing world would meet its end.

"Then let's focus more on the Judgment Day Project."

* * *

"I'm back."

Yuria welcomed Theodore with a smile as he returned after resolving Cynthia Collins's issue.

"Welcome back. Did everything go well?"

Yuria already guessed that he had gone to fulfill his duties as the Chosen One.
Theodore nodded immediately at her question.

"It ended very well. And Cynthia Collins, that senior, won't be heartbroken anymore."

"Is that so?"

"Yes. To be honest, she received such a tremendous shock that she couldn't even think about being heartbroken."

At Theodore's words, Yuria narrowed her eyes.

"Is that... perhaps related to the end times?"

Someone else might have asked what he had done. But Yuria didn't.
She knew that while Theodore no longer showed his unpleasant attitude toward her these days, he still put up walls with other people.
But that alone wouldn't be enough to cause someone heartbreak.
He was simply putting up barricades around his heart.

'If it caused a tremendous shock...'

As the Chosen One, Theodore must have confronted something related to the end times.
Therefore, Cynthia Collins must have seen something related to the end times as well, which shocked her so much that she forgot even her heartbreak.

"Yes."

"Was it very shocking?"

"That too, but the form was too bizarre and horrific. She was probably shocked that such a terrible monster appeared."

"I see."

Yuria decided not to ask any more questions for now.
Right now, she had something she wanted to ask Theodore when he returned, though it might seem a bit childish.

"Um, Theo. There's something I'd like to ask you."

"Go ahead. If it's your request, I'll grant it as long as it's not unreasonable."

Theodore promised to fulfill her request if it was within his capabilities.
At his words, Yuria let out a small laugh, "Pfft~"

"Oh, really~ When you say it like that, it makes it sound like I'm asking for something huge!"

"I just mean you can ask for whatever you want."

"Alright then, I'll ask. Would you go on a date with me today at 5 PM?"

Theodore looked at Yuria after her date proposal.
Their eyes met, and a gentle smile appeared on Theodore's handsome face.

"Sure. Where do you want to go?"

If this were the previous Theodore, he would likely have refused such a date request, calling it bothersome.
But now, he was actually accepting it gladly.
Yuria felt that not only had she changed, but he had changed a lot too.

'Surprisingly affectionate, and once he gives his affection, he gives it deeply.'

This was the impression she always had of Theodore from her experience, and it naturally came to mind at this moment.

"Let's meet in front of the fountain on First Avenue."

The current time was just past 3 PM.

"Alright, got it."

Though there was a match tomorrow, a light date would be fine.
In fact, relaxing his mind like this would help him compete more comfortably tomorrow.
Otherwise, the victory against Cynthia Collins, which left him with mixed feelings, might lead to mental confusion that could negatively affect tomorrow's match.

A date would be good for putting his mind at ease.

'Come to think of it, this is our first date.'

They had been physically intimate almost every day.
Today they would probably keep it light because of tomorrow's match, but Yuria was realizing that she quite enjoyed sex.
They had tried various positions every day and experimented with different body parts.

Currently, she was in the city where the arena was located.
Since the matches were held at an arena provided by the Britannia Imperial Family rather than within Minst Academy, all the students from Minst Academy had gathered at this city's arena, which was about an hour's walk away.
And being a city, once the matches ended, the bustling streets would likely be filled with students enjoying their remaining time after watching the competitions.

Normally, outings were restricted, and there were limitations on going into the city on weekdays, but now everything was free as long as they returned by 9 PM.
For the students, this tournament period was nothing short of a festival.

"Then, I'll see you at 5 PM."

Yuria decided to do something today that she wouldn't normally do.
For that, she needed to hurry and prepare in the less than two hours she had.

"I'm looking forward to it, Yuria."

"Yes! Please do look forward to it, Theo. I'll surprise you."

Saying that, Yuria lightly pressed her lips against Theodore's for a kiss.
After a brief, gentle kiss, Yuria reluctantly parted from Theodore and headed somewhere.
The place her footsteps were leading to...

'Here it is.'

Ch.109 - {First Date} 2
# First Date

Yuria's gaze was fixed on a clothing store.
Usually, she only wore outfits like her current one—a white t-shirt and black leather hot pants.
This attire was comfortable for her as a swordswoman, and she always preferred wearing it.

In fact, since she received intense training from Theodore before their nighttime activities, these were always the clothes that Theodore would remove every night.
But today, she wanted to try something different.

"Welcome to our—oh?"

When Yuria opened the door of the clothing store and entered, the woman who appeared to be the store owner rubbed her eyes with both hands.
Her expression suggested she couldn't believe what she was seeing.
However, since Yuria's presence was undeniably real, no amount of eye-rubbing would change what the woman saw.

Accustomed to such reactions, Yuria spoke as if nothing was unusual.

"I'm just here to look at some clothes."

"Yes, yes! What kind of clothes are you looking for?"

The flustered store owner asked after composing herself.
At her question, Yuria walked past the decorated dresses and looked at the recommended outfits.
Though she planned to try different clothing today, dresses honestly weren't to her taste.

As the eldest daughter of the Arsein Ducal family, she had been obligated to wear dresses on several occasions, but each time she felt that the skirts were too long, making them not just uncomfortable but irritating.
The skirts of the Minst Academy uniform were so short that she worried about exposing herself, which restricted her movement, but honestly, Yuria thought that was still better than dresses.

'At least I won't trip over them.'

Yuria felt she was inherently incompatible with skirts, but if forced to choose, she preferred shorter ones.

'Would this be better?'

Yuria selected a black blouse with a skirt that covered her thighs.
It seemed too simple, but thinking about it, Yuria, who had spent her life wielding a sword, could barely remember when she had last worn such ordinary clothes.
Perhaps only in her childhood?

'Still, I have no regrets.'

Today was simply a deviation from her routine.
Even she recognized that never having gone on a proper date with her lover and fiancé was problematic.
It wasn't something to overlook just because he hadn't mentioned it.
So today, it would be fine to dress up a little differently than usual.

'But I still can't handle all those decorations.'

Being elaborate in her appearance wouldn't be impossible given her status.
As a duke's daughter, she could adorn herself more lavishly than anyone except perhaps the empress or princess.
But Yuria felt averse to excessive, cumbersome decorations on her body.

"May I try on these clothes?"

Yuria asked the store owner politely with a gentle smile.

"Huh! Oh, yes, of course!"

However, Yuria didn't forget to discreetly show her identification badge.
Her status as the first daughter of the Arsein Ducal family would carry significant weight among ordinary people, even in this foreign country.
Additionally, her position as the fiancée of Theodore Skyrod, the Chosen One, was also well-known.
As evidence, the store owner recognized her status, appeared startled, and then quickly understood.

"Thank you."

Yuria's use of formal speech was both her habit and an implicit request not to spread word of her visit.
While high nobles who enjoyed extravagance often had clothes custom-made, nobles of lower ranks like barons or viscounts would visit ordinary but decent clothing stores like this one.

"Um, Your Highness?"

Just then, the store owner cautiously spoke up.

"Yes, what is it?"

"I hope it's not rude to ask, but... do you need any assistance with changing?"

The store owner's concern was understandable.
Young ladies from noble families typically brought maids with them.
They would entrust their maids with helping them change clothes and even assist with daily activities like bathing.
However, Yuria was an exception among the daughters of the Arsein Ducal family.

"No need. I can manage on my own. It's a waste of time to have someone help with every little thing."

In families with martial traditions, it was common for nobles to forgo the constant assistance of maids.
Relying on others for every aspect of daily life wasted considerable time and was bothersome.
Yuria had such tendencies, and in fact, so did Theodore.

"Is... that so?"

"Yes, I'll go try these on now."

With that, Yuria took the clothes she had decided to purchase and went inside.
When she put on the black blouse she had chosen, she noticed a slight issue.

'My chest makes the bottom ride up a bit.'

It rose just enough to almost reveal her navel.
Given Yuria's ample and firm bosom, when she wore clothes, the lower portions tended to rise up a bit.

'This much is fine.'

She decided it wasn't really a problem.
She wouldn't be moving vigorously in this outfit anyway, and if she did, the skirt itself would be the issue.

After selecting her clothes at the store, she paid for them and headed toward the fountain in Avenue 1, where they had agreed to meet.
It was only 4 o'clock, but Yuria planned to arrive an hour early to wait for him.
However, when she arrived, she encountered an unexpected situation.

"Ah."

A small exclamation escaped her lips.
Theodore was standing in front of the fountain.
Whatever power he was using, the people around him seemed completely unaware of the Chosen One's presence right beside them.
Even if they didn't know he was the Chosen One, Theodore's appearance alone should have drawn attention.
Currently, he wasn't wearing his usual neat academy uniform but was dressed in black pants and a white shirt.
Though casual, his sculptured, handsome features honestly gave the impression of being annoyingly good-looking no matter when you saw him.

But more than that, Yuria was surprised by the fact that he had arrived before her and was waiting.

'I thought an hour early would be plenty...'

She had planned to arrive first and be waiting for Theodore.
She had guessed Theodore might have the same idea, but she never imagined he would come a full hour early.

"Welcome, Yuria."

As Theodore approached with a smile, Yuria felt slightly indignant.

"Ugh, this is the worst."

"Haha, it's been a while since I heard that."

Yuria's "worst" referred to the current situation.
Theodore knew she wasn't directing it at him like before, so he laughed lightly and said:

"You were the one who asked for this date, so shouldn't I at least arrive early and wait for you?"

At Theodore's words, Yuria smiled slightly.

"I suppose that's one way to look at it."

Then, as if Theodore had released the power concealing his presence, the people around them began to show dramatic changes in attitude.
Everyone simultaneously started to recognize Theodore and Yuria.

"Wow, amazing."

"Damn, the guy is annoyingly handsome—wait?"

"They look like a familiar couple..."

"Blonde and silver hair with those looks?"

If either of them had been wearing the Minst Academy uniform, their identities would have been easier to recognize.
But now they were both dressed differently, and Yuria had even temporarily removed her usual attire, storing it in a magical item with spatial magic.

"I think this is the first time I've seen you dressed like this."

"Yes, because I just bought it."

Theodore's eyes showed interest as he looked at Yuria's black blouse and moderately long skirt.
He was intrigued by seeing this new side of her.
Satisfied with his gaze, Yuria lightly twirled around once.
Unlike when she would spin during training to face multiple enemies simultaneously or to deliver a stronger blow, this was purely to show off the effect of her long hair fluttering.

Though it felt awkward doing something she wasn't used to, Yuria was trying to recreate scenes from romance novels that Ashley had recommended.

'This is how it's done, right?'
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* * *

"Wow."

"Is this for real?"

"No, is something wrong with my eyes?"

"I can't believe it..."

Voices filled with admiration erupted from all around.
Most people present found it hard to believe what they were seeing before their eyes.

It wasn't that some impossible feat was being performed.
Theodore knew well that it was simply because the appearance of his fiancée, Yuria Arsein, was too beautiful.
Even though she was merely making a casual turn around the place, the way her silver hair, grown down past her waist, fluttered and embroidered the air could only be described as the pinnacle of art that no artist in this world could possibly express.

'Though I think someone has some mistaken knowledge...'

Theodore decided not to point out that fact.
In reality, the appearance Yuria showed was so striking precisely because it was her.

"You don't have any specific place in mind to go, right?"

"Would it be okay if we... just look around together?"

Since they had met an hour earlier than originally planned, she was asking if it would be alright to wander around during that time.
Theodore immediately nodded at Yuria's words.

"That would be fine."

It really would be fine.
If it was with Yuria Arsein, not just anyone but his fiancée and the beloved companion he had chosen to spend his life with...
Any time spent with her would be wonderful.

This was the first date for both Yuria and Theodore himself.
But it was meaningful precisely because it was their first.

'It means I've never done this with anyone else.'

For these two people, they only had each other.
That was all that mattered.

And the place their footsteps headed was not an ordinary shopping district but a weapons shop.

* * *

"Theo, what do you think of this?"

"It's nice."

When Yuria picked up a dagger and asked Theodore for his assessment, he replied that it was good.
Indeed, even to Yuria's eyes, this dagger was quite excellent in quality despite not being custom-made.
Though it was priced rather expensively, a dagger crafted with this level of quality seemed worthy of its price.

"Yuria, wouldn't this sword suit you better?"

"It certainly looks good."

Theodore said while holding a long sword.
The sword he recommended did indeed have a structure that, even to Yuria's eyes, would complement her swordsmanship well.

'Should I buy one?'

Of course, the sword she currently used was the best sword tailored for her.
Though it had no special powers, it automatically maintained and repaired itself, ensuring the blade would never wear down or chip.
Naturally, she had to be careful with its maintenance as it always maintained its sharpness, but there was no risk of being cut by her own sword.
However, since she had dimensional storage, it might not be a bad idea to prepare a sword like this.

It wasn't to prepare for the unlikely event of losing her sword.
Yuria had no intention whatsoever of losing her beloved sword, and she already had several backup swords.

'It wouldn't be bad to think of it as a sword to commemorate my date with Theo.'

It was simply to commemorate her first date with Theodore.
Rather than buying nothing on their first date, she wanted to buy at least one sword and remember it for the rest of her life.

"I'll take this one."

"What?"

But she wasn't the only one who had such thoughts.
In an instant, before she could say anything, Theodore had purchased the sword.

"Wait, Theo?"

"It's okay, Yuria. I want to give it to you as a gift."

Theodore, having bought the sword with his own money, immediately handed it to her as a present.
The shop owner was watching with a somewhat displeased look, but seeing the extraordinary aura of the couple, he wisely kept silent and just focused on selling the sword.

"Here."

Theodore put the purchased sword in its scabbard and handed it to her.
Yuria, receiving the sword, gave him a slight sidelong glance.

"Really... if you're always this good to me... what if I get spoiled?"

"But you won't, so there's no problem, right?"

Yuria shook her head slightly as if she couldn't handle his response.

"I really can't win against you."

"That's my line."

As Theodore said that and embraced her, Yuria quietly hugged him back.
Ignoring the shop owner's gaze, Yuria closed her eyes.
Even if she might regret it later out of embarrassment, at this moment, she wanted to follow her feelings.

* * *

Theodore took in the sight of Yuria before him, eyes closed, waiting for a kiss.
Slowly, he pressed his lips against hers, and the sensation of kissing her soft, light pink lips was always sweet.
In that sweet feeling, Theodore roughly explored Yuria's lips, and she responded with an equally passionate kiss.
Their lips and tongues mingled for a moment, and after a not-too-long time, their lips parted.

"Thank you for the gift. I'll cherish it."

When the kiss ended, Yuria expressed her gratitude with a shy smile.

"That's enough for me."

For Theodore, it was enough that she liked the gift.
However, Yuria seemed bothered by the fact that she had only received a gift.

"I'll pay for dinner tonight."

Yuria's blue eyes were filled with an unwavering determination.
Theodore nodded at her resolve to pay for tonight's dinner at the very least, having received a gift.

"Alright. Let's do that. Do you have a place in mind?"

"...Do you know any good places?"

It seemed like she had somewhere in mind, but her answer showed she wasn't entirely confident about it.

"Then let's go to a place I've chosen."

It was approaching 6 PM, the perfect time for dinner.

"Yes."

Yuria nodded, and Theodore walked outside with her.

"What does he have that he gets to walk around with a woman like that?"

The jealousy-tinged lament of the shop owner in his forties could be heard, but Theodore cleanly ignored it.

* * *

"This place should be good, right?"

The place Theodore had chosen was a rather luxurious-looking restaurant.
This establishment, which focused on course meals, appeared quite expensive at first glance.

'It looks expensive.'

But that was the extent of Yuria's impression.
After all, she was a noble lady from House Arsein, one of the three great ducal families in the Arkan Empire.
Although House Arsein might be less influential than House Skyroad, it wasn't a declining family.
On the contrary, it was thriving.

Naturally, Yuria herself had accumulated quite a bit of money since she hardly spent any.
The money saved in her name at the Arkan Empire's bank was substantial, and the emergency funds in her dimensional storage alone would be enough for hundreds of meals at restaurants like this.
No matter how luxurious, paying for a meal at a mere restaurant wasn't a burden for her.

"The food here is quite good."

"If Theo recommends it, I'm sure it is."

She could trust a place recommended by Theodore.
His cooking skills were exceptional, evident from how even the people of House Skyroad preferred his cooking over professional chefs, and Yuria herself had recently acknowledged that his skills surpassed those of House Arsein's chefs after continuously tasting his cooking.

"Let's go in."

As soon as Theodore entered and showed his identity, a servant immediately guided them with an almost excessive level of respect.
It seemed they had recognized his identity as the Chosen One.

'A private room?'

The place they were guided to was a room with a table set for two people to sit facing each other.
From the fact that they would be dining in a room meant solely for the two of them, Yuria understood why Theodore had chosen this place.

"Is the atmosphere alright?"

"Yes, I think so."

It was a room with an antique feel, not excessively ornate, where they could enjoy their meal at a leisurely pace.

*Thump*

Yuria found herself having strange thoughts about being alone with him in an enclosed room.
Recently, as physical intimacy had become such a natural part of their daily routine, she couldn't help but have such thoughts.

"Um... Theo. Is there a reason you chose a place with rooms like this?"

"Of course there is."

Theodore nodded and smiled gently at her.

"I enjoy spending time alone with you, without others interfering."

Under his gaze that seemed to find her lovable, Yuria pressed down on her skirt with her hand.

"I feel the same."

She replied with a smile in return.
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As they sat facing each other with smiles, the food began to arrive.

First came the appetizer—a simple smoked salmon salad with biscuits, served alongside an aperitif. Unlike a full salad course, it was just enough to stimulate the appetite, merely the first step in the full course meal.

Theodore and Yuria ate together, and Yuria thought the appetizer was quite decent.

In the Arkan Empire, casual meals were typically served all at once, but for more formal occasions, course meals were common. Naturally, Yuria had experienced many appetizers on important occasions when course meals were expected.

After finishing the light aperitif, soup was served next.

"It's well-prepared," Yuria remarked.

The taste was good, but Yuria couldn't shake the feeling that something was missing. The soup Theodore made seemed more delicious than this.

"It feels like something's lacking, doesn't it?"

"Yes."

Theodore noticed her thoughts and asked, and Yuria nodded immediately. Then Theodore explained matter-of-factly:

"When I make soup, I always put my heart into it. The only people who eat my soup are those I've sworn to protect with my life."

He had always prepared meals for his family, the Skyroad ducal household, and his fiancée, Yuria. Since the only people who ate his cooking were those precious to him, he always put in meticulous care and effort.

"I was especially careful when cooking for you. I couldn't serve you anything less than my absolute best."

"I... see."

Yuria smiled, feeling slightly embarrassed at his words. She had known he took special care when cooking for her, but hearing it directly like this felt different somehow.

"Theo, do you realize you say things that make people blush too casually?"

"Did you dislike hearing it?"

"No, I don't dislike it... but it makes me too embarrassed to look up."

Yuria was certain her cheeks were flushed red. Theodore's straightforward manner sometimes embarrassed her, though she occasionally wondered if others might see her own actions as equally uninhibited.

After finishing the soup, the main salad course arrived. As they ate in silence, Yuria felt slightly regretful about wearing a skirt today.

'With the table covering everything... wearing a skirt seems pointless...'

She had certain expectations since they were sitting alone together. However, sitting across from each other rather than side by side meant that even light touches between lovers would be difficult.

"Oh."

Suddenly, Yuria felt Theodore's hand rest on top of hers, which was placed on her knee. Somehow transcending the space between them, he had placed his hand over hers and was gently caressing it. It wasn't just touching—the movement felt like a massage, simultaneously providing both intimate contact and comfort.

"Mmh."

When Theodore's hand began stroking her thigh, Yuria felt a thrilling excitement. Such caresses were common during their intimate moments at home, but receiving this kind of touch in public was rare.

Outside, Theodore usually exercised restraint, which Yuria found characteristic of him though somewhat disappointing. But in this setting, he seemed to be following the mood.

'No one will see, right?'

In this private room, no one except the servers bringing food would enter, and even they wouldn't know what was happening beneath the table. How could anyone possibly guess that Theodore's hand, from across the table, was somehow defying distance to touch her hand and thigh?

Yuria relaxed her hand that had been holding down her skirt and instead lifted it slightly—an invitation for Theodore's hand to venture deeper beneath her skirt. As his touch moved further inward, Yuria closed her eyes, savoring the sensation.

"Ahh."

While enjoying his touch and slowly savoring the salad, the main dishes arrived—steak and fish. The thick steak was topped with a special sauce and looked exquisitely prepared. The fish dish also appeared meticulously cooked and promised to be delicious.

Yuria picked up the silver fork and knife and gently cut into the steak. The thick meat parted to reveal its interior, releasing a mouthwatering aroma. As she brought it to her mouth, she suddenly felt like playing a little mischievous game. In the presence of others, the daughter of Duke Arsein would be criticized for breaking dining etiquette, but right now, they were alone.

With a piece of steak in her mouth, she stood up and approached Theodore. Seeming to understand her intention, he also stood. Like a mother bird feeding her chick, Yuria closed her eyes and slightly parted her lips toward Theodore. As he accepted the piece of steak she passed from her mouth to his, Yuria felt an indescribable pleasure.

She couldn't quite define what kind of pleasure this was, but feeling somewhat excited, she asked:

"Theo, how is it?"

"Delicious. It tastes even better seasoned with your flavor."

Theodore's uncharacteristic comment heightened Yuria's excitement. She knew he was accommodating her, but his direct evaluation was stimulating her desire.

"Really?"

"Yes, your taste is something I could never recreate, something only I can experience."

It was an excessive evaluation for simply feeding him with her mouth, but that very excess was exactly what Yuria wanted to hear in this moment. Hearing it made her forget any embarrassment about her actions.

"Then... I'll ask for something gentle and quick tonight."

With tomorrow's match, even though it was in the afternoon, they couldn't spend the night too intensely. But perhaps a brief encounter would be fine.

"Don't worry about anything else. I'll make sure you're in perfect condition by tomorrow morning. A little while should be fine, right?"

Today, Theodore also seemed unwilling to let the opportunity pass. Realizing this, Yuria nodded while trying to suppress her growing excitement.

"Yes."

Yuria nodded and tried to return to her seat, but Theodore's hand caught her shoulder.

"Today, you seem determined to enchant me. And it's working perfectly."

Theodore, usually so composed, seemed somewhat rougher now, but Yuria felt a strange pleasure in knowing her presence could disrupt his calm. Since he was normally so restrained, seeing him lose control—and knowing she caused it—gave her a sense of achievement. This might be the beginning of a bad habit.

"Mmph!"

Yuria expected Theodore to caress her, but exceeding her expectations, he began with a surprise kiss. His exploration of her lips was rougher than usual, and Yuria could only respond with her lips and tongue as his hand ventured beneath her skirt toward her intimate place.

But Theodore didn't continue for long.

"That's enough for now. Let's continue the rest in bed."

"...Yes, haah."

Yuria nodded, feeling her breathing grow slightly ragged. Theodore gently stroked her silver hair before sitting down, and Yuria also returned to her seat to continue the meal. Though the food was delicious, the recent stimulation made her more eager for bedtime than dinner. For some reason, her desire seemed especially intense today.

'He could be more aggressive... rougher even.'

After tasting both the steak and fish main courses, followed by dessert, Yuria took a few sips of wine. After she had drunk a few glasses, Theodore, as their date concluded, teleported her directly to his bedroom in their lodgings.

* * *

Theodore felt that Yuria's behavior was unusually provocative today. He wasn't unaware of the cause. The disappointment from today's anticlimactic battle, mixed with a slight dependency on him, had manifested in this way. But Theodore found he rather liked this side of her.

Yuria Arsein had already taken such a deep place in his heart that every aspect of her stimulated him.

Sitting her on the bed in her skirt, he could confidently say this moment was more arousing than almost any other in his life.
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Yuria Arsein sat quietly on the bed.
And Theodore Skyrod was gazing at her.
The woman known as the Empire of Arkan's greatest beauty was wearing a skirt instead of her usual pants, smiling shyly with eyes full of anticipation.

Today too, Yuria's beauty was overwhelming.
Her soft silver hair grown to her waist looked as if it had been crafted from the finest melted silver. The curves of her ample bosom visible through her blouse, and the glimpse of her tempting snow-white thighs revealed by her slightly hiked-up skirt had a different charm than when seen beneath her usual hot pants.

Restraining himself in this situation would have been an insult to her.
Theodore's hand first reached toward Yuria's thigh.
His touch, caressing her soft yet firm thigh, gradually worked its way inside her skirt.

"Mmm."

A small moan escaped from between Yuria's rose-pink lips as she slightly lifted her shapely bottom from the bed.

*Rustle*

The panties Yuria wore underneath were removed by Theodore's hand.
Taking off Yuria's panties was a daily occurrence.
But while he usually removed her hot pants first before taking off her panties, slipping his hand under her skirt to remove them was a first.

"Your panties are wet."

The panties he had removed from Yuria were indeed soaked.
Theodore always found removing Yuria's panties stimulating, but today he could tell that Yuria herself was considerably aroused. And as he thought, her breathing was hot.

"Theo... hnn. Hu-hurry, please."

Seeing her own wet panties seemed to fan Yuria's excitement; her gaze was hotter than ever, and she seemed impatient.
In truth, Yuria was genuinely praying for sex to begin as soon as possible because her body felt too hot.

"Alright, I understand."

Theodore knew that not drawing things out was the best course of action given Yuria's urgent state.
To be honest, seeing Yuria in this state, driving him crazy with desire, made it hard to hold back.
With that thought, Theodore put her panties back on her.

"Eh?"

Yuria was confused by Theodore's action.
But as his hands lifted her skirt, she thought he must have something in mind and stood up from the bed.
And as she expected, Theodore had an idea she couldn't have imagined.

"Oh my!"

He grabbed her panties with his mouth and pulled them down.
Yuria was startled—she never imagined Theodore, of all people, would remove her panties with his mouth. By the time she realized what was happening, her panties were already caught around her knees.
In that state, Theodore brought his mouth to her most intimate place.

"Ha, haaah."

Yuria trembled at the stimulating signals transmitted to her brain.
And Theodore pressed his mouth against her most intimate place and sucked vigorously.
The most direct way to describe it would be that he was licking every corner of her pussy.
Naturally, all the love juices secreted from her pussy disappeared into Theodore's mouth, and his saliva thoroughly soaked her pussy.
Moreover, having found her sensitive clitoris, Theodore licked her most sensitive part with his tongue and even gently bit it.

"Ha, haaah!"

Yuria instantly arched her back like a bow and staggered.
Overwhelmed by waves of climax, she came while her silver hair fluttered wildly.
Fluids proving her excitement flowed from her pussy.
Then Theodore's hands began to remove the blouse she was wearing.
The black blouse, easily removed by pulling it up from the bottom, was tossed onto the bed.
After removing her bra as well and throwing it aside, Theodore beheld the sight of Yuria's ample breasts swaying.

Yuria's snow-white skin was always soft, pleasant to touch, and beautiful to behold.
And in contrast to her slender waist and svelte figure that seemed almost fragile, her breasts were impressively full and firm, making their presence known with their elasticity.

"Haah..."

And moving up from her chest, past her snow-white nape, Yuria's beautiful face was revealed.
But now her face, usually pale, was flushed red with excitement, and between her rose-pink lips that invited kisses just by looking at them, she was exhaling hot breaths.

"Yuria, turn around."

Theodore, seeing Yuria's excited state, instructed her to turn around.

"Yes..."

Yuria, seemingly urgent, hurriedly turned around, placed her hands on the bed, and even demurely presented her bottom.
Theodore placed his hands on her round buttocks and spread them apart, revealing her anus.
Yuria's pink anus came into view.

"Hnn, haah~"

Yuria's breathing became rougher.
She seemed excited by showing her most shameful hole.
In fact, this wasn't the first time.
Theodore and Yuria had been having sex daily, and naturally, Yuria had experienced this several times before.

*Lick*

"Hnng!"

Yuria trembled with a thrilling sensation as she felt Theodore lightly taste her with his tongue.

"Th-Theo. Stop teasing me. I can't take it anymore."

But Yuria couldn't bear it anymore due to her increasing urgency.
The fact that he, of all people, was licking even her anus was always stimulating.
Beyond simply probing with his fingers, having him lick with his tongue or insert his penis always made her lose her mind.

"Alright. Hoo~"

Theodore also found it difficult to hold back.
Not only was Yuria the Empire's greatest beauty, but her body was truly addictive, never becoming tiresome no matter how much he enjoyed it.
In his estimation, she was not just the continent's most beautiful woman but also possessed the continent's finest vagina.
He always tried to maintain his composure, but she had somehow approached him, broken down his walls, and even taken away his calmness.

"Hnng?!"

Yuria felt her love juices from her pussy being applied inside her anus.
Not only were they thoroughly applied inside to serve as lubricant, but she could see that Theodore's penis was also coated with her fluids.

*Thump*

Yuria couldn't contain herself when she realized where he intended to insert.
While the front was good, there was something about the back that felt like breaking a taboo, making her unbearably excited.
When she first experienced it, she was embarrassed about doing it there, but after trying it once, she would feel disappointed if they didn't do it every day.

"Theo, hurry! Put it in quickly!"

Was it due to her urgent lust?
Yuria was even wiggling her bottom while urging him.
The sight of her tempting buttocks swaying coquettishly showed just how urgent she was.

"Alright."

Theodore decided to give Yuria what she wanted and positioned his penis against her anus before inserting it.
His large penis, far beyond the size of fingers, pushed its way into her back hole.
And Theodore felt an intensely powerful pleasure transmitted through his penis inserted in Yuria's anus.

"Haaaang!"

Sweet moans burst from Yuria's lips.
In fact, even when her anus was first opened, she had been embarrassed but not in pain.
For someone who could suppress screams from the pain of being stabbed with a knife, the pain of opening her anus was not significant.

"Ahh, your thing is between my buttocks... haaang~"

Sweet moans that couldn't contain her excitement continued to escape from Yuria's lips.
And in that state, Theodore placed one hand on Yuria's buttock and the other on her waist.

"Hnn, Theo... I have a request."

"Tell me."

Before the start of intense sex, Yuria made a request.

"Please... just for now, don't treat me as someone above you, but as someone beneath you. Be rough with me... I don't mind if it's rough..."

And this was Yuria's proposal.
A request to not worry about being considerate, but to handle her vigorously as he pleased.

"Understood. If that's what you want, gladly."

And Theodore decided to grant Yuria's request.
He was equally affected by the stimulation Yuria gave him, and her words now had the effect of breaking the chains that had been restraining him.

"Hyaaaah--!"

As Theodore pulled his hips back once and then thrust deeply and vigorously, Yuria gripped the bed sheets tightly with the hands she had placed on the bed.
Feeling such pleasure from having something inserted in her back hole rather than her vagina, Yuria savored the feeling of forbidden pleasure and honestly followed her instincts.

"Hnn, haang, ahh, haaah...!"

Each time Theodore moved his hips vigorously, Yuria's large buttocks made loud slapping sounds as if cushioning the impact.
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"Haah, haah, haaah!"

Yuria was swaying her hips in rhythm with his movements.
Each time she moved vigorously, her voluptuous breasts bounced up and down, as if proudly displaying their firmness.

'Ahh, it feels so good!'

So this was the kind of pleasure that could melt one's brain.

"Huaaah!"

And in the midst of being penetrated, Yuria reached her climax.
As she arched her back in intense pleasure, her beautiful silver hair fluttered through the air, creating a breathtaking scene.
It was like witnessing a work of art.
Yuria, who had been sensually rocking her hips back and forth, trembled momentarily, but Theodore's movements didn't stop.

'Haah, from behind... it's so electrifying... haaah!'

Yuria could feel Theodore guiding her precisely toward pleasure each time.
It was as if he knew exactly how to thrust to make her lose her mind, and exactly how to control his pace to make her feel the most intense sensations.

"Huah, huuungh, haaang!"

Moaning sweetly while rhythmically moving her waist and hips to match Theodore's intense thrusts, Yuria felt another climax approaching.
She had once felt embarrassed about being so lewd as to climax again through her back entrance, but she had too much experience doing this every day to feel any shame anymore.

[Yuria, did you know? They say female knights have sensitive anuses and prefer that kind of pleasure... Could you be like that too? Kyaa, kyaaah! D-don't choke me!]

Ashley's playful words came to mind automatically.
At that time, Yuria had been embarrassed and wrapped her arms around Ashley's neck, not letting go until she apologized, but thinking about it now, her words seemed to be true.

"Haah, haaaaaaah--!!"

Yuria let out a moan so loud it could almost be mistaken for a scream as she reached another climax.
Simultaneously, a massive amount of semen poured from Theodore's penis into her rectum, and as she received his fluids from behind, Yuria trembled and collapsed onto the bed.

"Haa, haa..."

She knelt down and began to breathe heavily.

"You really do love anal sex, don't you?"

Theodore said while caressing her buttocks.
His breathing was surprisingly calm, and even though he must have felt great excitement, his breathing hadn't become particularly rough, which made Yuria feel somewhat disappointed again.
She worried slightly that perhaps she was inadequate as a woman to satisfy him.

"Hunh, how was it... for you, Theo?"

There was a hint of anxiety in Yuria's voice.
Theodore whispered to her as if finding her cute for feeling anxious despite hearing his answer every time.

"Your back hole is always the best. No, everything about you as a woman is always the best."

Theodore was whispering to her that she was the best.

"Haah..."

Hearing those words, Yuria seemed excited again from the relief.
And Theodore, who hadn't withdrawn his penis from Yuria's anus, began moving his hips back and forth again.

"Ha, haah! Haah, haah!"

At that, Yuria began actively bouncing her waist and hips as if she hadn't been resting at all. Hoping that her anus would give him even greater pleasure, she wanted him to feel overwhelming pleasure through her hole just as she was desperately floundering in ecstasy.
Her buttocks continued to act as a cushion, repeatedly colliding violently with Theodore, and from the impact, her breasts began to bounce and sway up and down again.

"Haaaaaaang!!!"

When she reached another climax, she realized that honey was flowing from her most intimate crevice, running down her thighs.
Realizing that her face was also flushed with pleasure and that she was even drooling between her lips, Yuria quickly wiped the saliva with the back of her hand.

And this time, Theodore's penis also withdrew from Yuria's anus.

Squelch-

White fluid was dripping from the hole between Yuria's buttocks.

"Hunh, ah..."

Yuria let out a gasp, feeling the emptiness of her hole.
However, after briefly licking around her lips, she got up and immediately knelt in front of Theodore.

"Clean it thoroughly."

Theodore placed his hand on Yuria's head and gave instructions that sounded like an order.

"Yes."

Yuria responded politely to Theodore's words.
His commanding tone, different from his usual manner, was an exciting stimulant for her.

"Haah~"

Although it was something that had been inside her buttocks, Yuria felt no resistance whatsoever.
Theodore had already used magic to remove any dirty elements from her body before they had sex.
Only her own fluids serving as lubricant, a little rectal fluid, and Theodore's semen remained.

Yuria's pretty light pink lips opened wide as she slowly took Theodore's manhood into her mouth. Theodore's penis, which entered Yuria's warm mouth, was slowly going deep into her throat, but Yuria was accepting that too.

Slurp, slurp, slurp!

Lewd sounds began to come from Yuria's lips.
She who had been a shy daughter of the Arcein ducal family had quickly developed a taste for sex and now enjoyed sucking his penis every day.
Theodore's hand gently stroked Yuria's head.
However, he also remembered Yuria's request.

Lick, lick, slurp, slurp!

Stimulating him with skillful tongue movements around the tip of his glans while also strongly sucking with her lips and taking him deep into her throat, Yuria could be said to be quite a natural.
Not only was her appearance and figure top-notch, but she also instinctively knew how to please a man during sex.
And only Theodore knew this about her.

"Hmph!"

Suddenly, Theodore, who was holding Yuria's head, began to move violently.
Unlike when he had left it to Yuria, he began to roughly thrust in and out of Yuria's mouth, making her look slightly pained.
But there was no resistance in Yuria's gestures.
Rather, she seemed excited by this rough act, with semen dripping from between her buttocks and love juices flowing from her pussy, her most intimate crevice, while the amount of fluid flowing from her front increased.

Slurp, slurp!

With tears slightly welling in her eyes, Yuria still diligently sucked Theodore's penis to stimulate him, doing her best to make him ejaculate inside her mouth.
And as a reward(?) for her efforts, Theodore held her head and filled her mouth with his semen.
Yuria simply accepted and swallowed the massive amount of fluid filling her mouth as if it were natural.

"Haaa..."

Yuria, whose mouth was now free, exhaled hot breath. However, Theodore still remained composed, which made Yuria feel competitive.

"Theo, lie down."

So she decided to take a more aggressive approach.

"Like this?"

"Yes."

Yuria nodded and climbed on top of Theodore, who was lying on the bed. Then, grabbing his manhood, she gave him a heated gaze.

"Haah~ I really don't know how to make this tire out."

After saying that and lightly licking it again, Yuria began to position it against her pussy.
Aligning it precisely with her vaginal entrance, she lowered her hips.
The most beautiful female body in the world descended on Theodore's body.

"Hmm, haah!"

Yuria let out cute moans at the pleasure of having her cervix struck.
The pleasure of Theodore's manhood penetrating deeper into her body made Yuria's blue eyes slightly hazy.

'Haah, it feels so good.'

Looking at Yuria mounted on top of him, Theodore smiled and said,

"This will never tire of pleasing you."

It was an answer to what she had just said.

"Hunh, then... I'll make you feel so good you'll melt!"

After confidently saying that, Yuria slowly began to sway her hips lewdly.

"Haang, aang, haang!"

Yuria, who had started moving her hips obscenely, looked completely intoxicated with sex.
While admiring her appearance, Theodore grabbed her breasts and buttocks and controlled her body to rock back and forth.
His hands gripping her bursting full breasts as if about to burst them seemed to stimulate Yuria even more, as her excitement visibly intensified.

"Good, so good~ Theo, aang, it feels so good! Haaaah!"

Looking at Yuria like this, Theodore thought.
Yuria was lovely even when disheveled in such a lewd state.
The way to care for her—modest during the day but passionate at night—had to differ according to the time of day.
Right now, simply continuing to lead her to pleasure was the way to care for her.

"Haaah!"

After having sex without even sleeping until sunrise, the two finally stopped their activity when morning came.
And Theodore restored Yuria's condition completely with his power.
While it wasn't good to use it frequently, if he never used it, it would be merely decorative.
At least in situations like this, it had meaning to use it.

"Mmm."

Yuria, whose strength had been restored, sat up with a refreshed smile.

"Ah, really... I think I've become too lewd because of you, Theo."

Saying that with a broad smile, Yuria looked extremely pleased.
She seemed to have greatly enjoyed the repeated sex until dawn when her stamina had reached its limit.

"I just made you feel as good as possible; that's your true nature."

Saying that while placing his hand on Yuria's thigh and caressing it, Theodore made Yuria smile seductively.

"Then, Theo. We still have some time... will you make me feel good for just 30 more minutes?"

Ch.114 - {Change Of Mind}
# Change of Heart

Yuria greeted the morning with a refreshed feeling, sensing that her body was in peak condition despite yesterday's intense activities.
In reality, she had been pushed to her limits, her body languid from the successive waves of pleasure after passionate lovemaking with Theodore until dawn, but now her condition was excellent.

'The match is today at 2 PM.'

Today, Saturday, was her round of 16 match.
Her opponent was David Sedlaire, the top student in the third-year swordsmanship department.
She already knew what his sword style was like.

"This is convenient."

Through the footage Theodore had shown her, she had seen him defeat Natalie, the top student of the second-year spirit department who had been his opponent.
Even without watching in person, she could view the battle from various angles as she wished.
Breakfast time was approaching, and though she was just taking a quick look, it was sufficient.
After all, their entire match had lasted barely ten minutes.

'It's amazing that I can even see the flow of energy.'

It wasn't just ordinary footage; since it was created based on what Theodore had directly sensed and understood, she could grasp in detail how the ki (energy) was being utilized.
Thanks to this, Yuria could easily confirm various information about her next opponent David, including his fighting style.

"David's style is like this, and even without me explaining, you probably know how to handle it, right?"

Yuria nodded at Theodore's question.

"Yes, I know."

She could easily figure out how to deal with David just by applying what she had already learned from Theodore.
And even if she hadn't received Theodore's teachings, the strength she had built up through her own efforts was by no means in vain.

'If it were me before training with Theo, my win rate would barely exceed 90%.'

Since it wasn't 100%, she couldn't call it a guaranteed victory, and it seemed she would struggle considerably in the fight, but it wasn't at a level where she couldn't win.

"Yuria, how about putting on some clothes soon?"

Theodore asked as he lightly tapped her bottom.
At his touch, Yuria smiled broadly, mixing playfulness and seductiveness in her expression as she spoke.

"Wouldn't you prefer me like this, Theo?"

At Yuria's words, Theodore calmly smiled despite her temptation.

"Perhaps."

Theodore's hand grasped her breast. Since her breasts were so large that they couldn't possibly be fully grasped with one hand, his hand merely served to remind how impressively large Yuria's breasts were.

"Ahh."

But stimulated by his touch, a provocative moan escaped from between Yuria's lips.
However, Yuria was dissatisfied in a different sense.

"Theo, your self-control is really... amazing but also frustrating, you know?"

Theodore would certainly know this.
While he showed some signs of letting go during their intimate moments, he was always calm and highly self-controlled.
He never displayed any signs of losing his reason and taking her roughly, so Yuria couldn't help but secretly wish to see him that way.

"In that sense, you should congratulate yourself. You're already shaking my self-control."

At Theodore's words, Yuria almost smiled without realizing it, but she deliberately managed her expression, showing discontent as she nestled against him.

"I was being careful since I was a virgin and inexperienced... but now I'm thinking of changing my approach."

"In what way?"

Theodore was asking as if he didn't know, though he likely already knew the answer. Seeing him like this, Yuria decided to make it something he could neither deny nor forget.

"I'm going to constantly stimulate you until you can't hold back. I'll be more aggressive. Even if I'm embarrassed or ashamed, I won't stop or run away because of it."

Having said that, Yuria freshly realized that she had a stronger tendency toward obsession than she had thought.
It was strange how she had fallen so madly in love, but until recently, she couldn't have imagined that the object of her affection would be the man before her.
He probably felt similarly.

When she came to her senses, they had somehow developed into a relationship where they passionately desired each other and loved each other deeply.
Their current relationship was the result of confirming this to each other and imprinting their existence on one another.

"So, desire me freely. My breasts, my bottom, my thighs, and everything else... as much as you want."

Yuria felt embarrassment wash over her even as she spoke.
But she had resolved not to succumb to that embarrassment, and instead to confront it head-on.

"If that's what you want."

Theodore said as he embraced her tightly.
Yuria was delighted to feel his hands move to her breasts and bottom, beginning to caress her, and she started another passionate kiss with him today.

When it was time for breakfast, Yuria was about to put on her regular clothes rather than what she had worn yesterday.
However, after contemplating something briefly, she seemed to make a decision and put on black leather hot pants without underwear.
She also wore a t-shirt without a bra.

"Bold."

Theodore commented as he watched her dress.
Yuria's t-shirt showed not only the curves of her breasts but almost their shape, and the black leather hot pants had a somewhat provocative feel if one looked closely.

"Yes. I told you, didn't I? That I would seduce you."

Theodore looked her up and down before speaking.

"One thing I can say for certain."

"What is it?"

"If you go out dressed like that, I think I would be quite angry."

Even normally, Yuria couldn't help but attract countless gazes due to her overwhelming beauty, as if all the beauty in the world had gathered in her.
But with that figure, not wearing underwear, anyone who saw her would send lustful gazes her way.
For Theodore, while he wouldn't blame others for feeling instinctual attraction to Yuria's normal appearance, the thought of them openly having lewd thoughts, sending lustful gazes, and demeaning her seemed to make him angry from within.

"Oh my, really?"

Yuria asked as if she didn't understand, subtly moving closer.

"Would you really be angry if I went out like this?"

"Yes."

"Hehe, then that's good. I'm only going to show this appearance to you, here at home."

Yuria said as she twirled around once more.
Since he hadn't pointed it out yesterday, she was recreating knowledge she had learned from some novel.
But for her, even this performance suited her so well that it left him speechless, seeming to further emphasize her beautiful charm.

"I'll prepare breakfast first, let's eat together."

"Yes! Oh, Theo, how about we do breakfast differently today?"

Yuria recalled the content of a romance novel that Ashley had shown her.

"Differently?"

"Yes! I'll let you know when it's breakfast time."

Yuria felt a strange pleasure in taking the initiative like this.
Looking back, her previous modest and passive demeanor now seemed too cowardly.
But now that she had gained some confidence, she thought a more aggressive approach was necessary.

'Someone as calm and self-controlled as Theo needs this.'

Yuria had resolved not to quietly wait for him to lead, but to actively take action herself.
And as always, when Theodore prepared breakfast, Yuria didn't sit in a different seat.
She sat on Theodore's lap.

"You're being aggressive."

Theodore smiled at her behavior.
And it seemed that neither he nor she disliked this action of him embracing her.
Rather, it seemed closer to him enjoying it.

'Theo is liking this. Good, next...'

Then Yuria spotted a cherry tomato that had been served for breakfast, picked it up with her hand, and said:

"Theo, let me feed you."

Having said that, Yuria turned her body around to face Theodore.
And somehow, Yuria's lips were now lightly holding the small cherry tomato.
She intended to feed Theodore through her own mouth.
This act, which she had done yesterday as well, had become quite enjoyable for her.

"Alright."

Theodore nodded as he lightly patted her bottom.
She was slightly dissatisfied that he still maintained his composure.

'It's not easy after all.'

This gave Yuria a sense of determination.
As a swordswoman, she would become strong enough to eventually land a decisive blow in swordsmanship.
And as a woman, she would make him lose his reason and become so excited with desire for her that he would go mad.

As she made these two resolves, Theodore's lips approached her.
He quickly took the cherry tomato from Yuria and then kissed her rosy lips.

"Mmph!"

Thus, they spent the morning displaying their passionate love for each other to a sticky degree, and as a result, today's breakfast took twice as long as usual.

Ch.115 - {Unexpected Reunion}
# Unexpected Reunion

Princess Louise, who had successfully advanced to the round of 16, was relieved that her next opponent was not Yuria Arsein.

'I'm glad Princess Yuria isn't my opponent.'

Although Princess Louise had no intention of surrendering easily, she couldn't deny that Yuria Arsein was the strongest contender for victory in this tournament. Most people considered Yuria's match against Cynthia to have had a pathetic ending.

The assessment came from how Yuria had deflected Cynthia's attack, causing Cynthia to fall out of bounds. Honestly, even Cynthia herself was embarrassed by her disgraceful display. However, Princess Louise focused on how Yuria's defensive technique had caught Cynthia completely off guard.

'The ability to deflect an opponent's attack would be quite troublesome to deal with...'

In truth, as long as one didn't panic like Cynthia did, it wasn't impossible to counter. That power was actually more annoying for close-combat fighters than for mages or spirit users. Mages and spirit users who maintained their distance could easily handle it if they remained calm, and Princess Louise could think of several countermeasures herself.

'Princess Yuria's next opponent is David Sedlaire.'

David Sedlaire. His family, the Sedlaire Earldom, was a noble house without any particular distinction. In contrast, David himself was quite talented, being the top student in the third-year swordsmanship department, though when compared to Owen Lawrence, the second-year top student, most people would favor Owen. Princess Louise likewise thought Owen Lawrence was a cut above.

However, one could never know the outcome of a match without actually competing.

'I'm looking forward to seeing how their match unfolds.'

And she herself would win her match and advance to the quarterfinals.

* * *

"Hoo!"

Yuria took a deep breath as she prepared to move her sword with composure. There was no opponent before her now. She had simply taken up her sword to warm up a little after finishing lunch.

'My condition is fine.'

Although the sex had been quite intense and frequent from yesterday until early this morning, thanks to Theodore restoring all her stamina, her condition was perfect. Determined to win today's match, Yuria thought about the performance she would show on stage after her victory.

'I was supposed to do this yesterday...'

What she was planning wasn't something she had just thought of today; it had been in her plans yesterday as well, but the match had gone in such an unexpected direction that she hadn't been able to execute it after winning. But today, she was determined to win impressively and surprise Theodore a little.

'There's not much time left.'

Her match would be coming up soon. Only an hour and thirty minutes remained until 2 PM. And as a competitor, she needed to arrive and be ready at least 20 minutes early.

'Only 1 hour and 10 minutes left.'

Yuria had eaten a light lunch for the match and had already completed all the minor preparations. Now she was just warming up lightly. She was simply swinging her sword, imagining a virtual opponent as if she were sparring.

"Haap!"

Yuria swung her sword at the imaginary opponent in the air. Naturally, the opponent was David Sedlaire. She was visualizing how to face him based on the swordsmanship he had displayed, creating an image in her mind.

Although she was assuming a pure sword duel, Yuria felt that her opponent's sword skills were not superior to Owen Lawrence's. There wasn't a big difference, but Owen seemed to have a slight edge. Of course, this was information gained from videos, not from actual combat, so there was still a possibility that he had hidden some of his skills.

"Alright, that's enough."

Theodore, who had appeared beside her at some point, made her stop. Yuria halted her sword mid-swing and nodded at his intervention.

"Yes."

She could have gotten carried away and continued swinging her sword for the entire hour. Since she was about to face a match, she couldn't afford to waste even a little energy, so she readily complied with Theodore's intervention.

"Are you nervous about the match?"

"No, not really."

Yuria denied Theodore's words as she sheathed her sword.

"I was thinking about a little performance."

"I suppose you're planning to show it after your victory?"

"Yes, that's right."

Theodore seemed to understand somewhat just from hearing about the performance. But she was confident that he didn't know exactly what she was planning to do.

"Good. Your goal isn't just to win this match but to win the entire tournament, so make sure you do."

"Yes. As I told His Majesty... I know I must win to avoid embarrassing both of us."

Yuria felt a bit of pressure knowing that she was receiving expectations from none other than the Emperor of her own country, the Arkan Empire. However, this level of pressure was something she had prepared for.

'I will definitely win.'

As she made this pledge, Theodore's hand lightly patted her bottom. Yuria smiled slightly at his touch, looking satisfied.

"Is this encouragement?"

"Yes, the kind you like."

"Hehe, then you know what else I want?"

"Of course."

As soon as Yuria finished speaking, Theodore pulled her into his arms. His body, toned with muscle, made her feel how well-trained he was, and Yuria closed her eyes lightly as Theodore leaned in to kiss her. Then they began to share a passionate kiss.

Chu-rup chu-wup!

They were intensely mixing their lips and tongues, even exchanging saliva. Yuria felt Theodore's hands freely kneading her buttocks and was overjoyed that he was being so proactive. Only after her bottom had been thoroughly massaged into various shapes by his hands did she end the kiss.

"I'll think of this as a blessing for victory."

"How about considering it an early celebration of your victory?"

"I don't like that. I'll collect a separate celebration after I win."

Yuria said with a smile, trying her best to look as seductive as possible. Having practiced seductive smiles in front of the mirror even during showers, she found it difficult to objectively evaluate herself, but she thought she would look sufficiently seductive in Theodore's eyes.

'It's a bit awkward to ask for an evaluation on this...'

At times like this, she somewhat missed having her friend Ashley around to give advice.

"By the way, I just got some news to share with you."

"Oh? What new information do you have?"

As Yuria wondered, Theodore nodded.

"Well, since it's Saturday, there are no classes at the academy over there either, right? So I think I need to make a quick trip."

"Ah, could it be?"

Yuria had a general idea of what Theodore meant.

"Yes, it's exactly what you're thinking. I'll be right back."

After giving Yuria a light kiss on the cheek, Theodore disappeared. And moments later, he returned with a woman.

"Yuria!"

Ashley Panicello, a second-year female student at Jeiha Academy with neatly tied red hair. She was the young lady of the Panicello Marquis family located in the northern part of the Arkan Empire and Yuria's closest friend since childhood. She ran to Yuria with a bright smile and embraced her tightly.

"A-Ashley."

Yuria murmured her friend's name, stunned by this unexpected visit. But soon a smile spread across her face as well.

"Ashley, it's so good to see you! I missed you!"

"Yes, Yuria! I missed you so, so much. Really, couldn't you have sent letters every day?"

"I'm sorry. It's not easy to send them, so daily letters were difficult."

"Once every three days is a bit disappointing, but it can't be helped. That's why I made a special request to visit you! His Majesty surprisingly granted permission right away~"

From Ashley's joyful words, Yuria realized this was the Emperor's consideration. While weekdays were unavoidable due to classes, he had granted permission for Ashley, the daughter of the Panicello Marquis family, to visit the foreign Britannia Empire during the weekend. By entrusting the transportation to Theodore, they had minimized the complicated travel procedures. It was only possible because both the Emperor and Theodore had been considerate of Yuria.

"Oh? Yuria, you seem... different somehow?"

"Hmm? In what way?"

"Umm~ how should I put this?"

Ashley examined Yuria's face carefully with a slightly contemplative expression.

"Before, you had the air of an innocent virgin lady, but now you seem like a lady in the midst of passionate love."

At this point, Theodore spoke up.

"I'll leave you two alone for about 30 minutes so you can talk."
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Theodore, who had said he would give them 30 minutes alone, had already gone inside the mansion before Yuria could answer.
Ashley was looking at Yuria with eyes that seemed to sparkle so brightly they almost glowed.

Without Theodore present, Ashley no longer restrained her curiosity, and Yuria almost unconsciously took a step back under her intense gaze.

"Hey, hey, Yuria. Now that it's just us two... have things gotten serious between you and Duke's Son Theodore?"

Seeing her friend full of expectations for a love story, Yuria felt that Ashley hadn't changed at all.
Meanwhile, her own situation had changed dramatically.
Originally, whenever Ashley asked these kinds of questions, she would simply deny it, saying they weren't like that, and move on.
But now she couldn't say that anymore.

"...Yes, that's how it is now."

Despite having acted so seductively in front of Theodore earlier, Yuria felt embarrassment wash over her as she tried to be honest with her friend.

"Oh my, oh my!"

And as Yuria expected, Ashley was clearly excited that a real love story had unfolded.

"How did that happen? I know Theodore was revealed to be The Chosen One, but knowing your personality, I wouldn't think you'd fall in love with someone just because they're The Chosen One?"

Having known Yuria since childhood, Ashley understood her tendencies well.
She recognized that Theodore Skyroad being the real Chosen One wouldn't hold any special meaning for Yuria.

"Ah, well... actually, with Theo..."

Yuria briefly explained about herself and Theodore.
She explained how she had told him that his existence wouldn't change for her even if he might actually be Theodore Artin, and how his attitude had changed after that.
She described how she had confessed her admiration for him while receiving his teachings, which led to love, resulting in their current relationship.

"How wonderful! Not out of pity, nor because he changed his attitude, but purely because a man opened his heart first to a woman who saw him for who he truly was, devotedly pursuing her until she fell for him! What a romantic story! Ah~! Yuria, this is even more amazing than I thought!"

"Ah, yes..."

Yuria felt awkward.
Was it just her imagination that confessing to her closest friend now felt more embarrassing and difficult than speaking in front of countless people?
But that wasn't all.

"So Yuria, with such a passionate relationship and your residences so close... have you two had sex?"

At Ashley's blunt question, Yuria momentarily thought she had misheard, but considering her friend's personality, that was unlikely.

"...Yes, we have."

"Oh my goodness! How was it, Yuria? Was it amazing?"

To Ashley, who was asking with sparkling eyes, Yuria sighed and replied:

"Sigh~ Ashley. A virgin like you wouldn't understand even if I told you."

"Ugh!"

Ashley's expression slightly crumpled at those words.

"Ouch, that stings. *Sniff*~ Yuria, you're so mean!"

Seeing her friend pretending to cry, Yuria thought it had been a while since she'd been in this situation where she knew she was being played but couldn't help falling for it.
As someone who had little interest in making friends due to her immersion in swordsmanship, Yuria had always had a soft spot for Ashley, her childhood and longtime friend, and would weaken whenever she pretended to be sad like this.

"Ashley... stop acting like that..."

When Yuria said this with a wry smile, Ashley stopped her crying act and smiled playfully.

"Hehe, but it really did hurt. So Yuria, to comfort me, won't you tell me the details?"

Faced with her friend's genuine curiosity about her intimate life, Yuria hesitated briefly but eventually nodded.

"Yes, I will."

"Really?! Wow~ I've been dying to know what our beautiful Yuria is like during sex! Thank you, Yuria!"

Seeing Ashley jumping with joy, Yuria seriously considered canceling her offer.
But she needed something too.

"Yes, but in return, I'd like to ask for some books."

"Books? Oh, romance novels, you mean?"

"Not necessarily those, anything that might be helpful would be fine."

At Yuria's request, Ashley's eyes showed a touch of emotion.

"Ah~ To think our Yuria would care so much about romance now! As your childhood friend, I'm so moved!"

Yuria didn't know how to respond to Ashley's seemingly genuine emotional reaction.
A sense of unease warned her that it might be dangerous to upset her friend who was currently excited about her love life.

"I'll do my best to select good books for our Yuria!"

Despite saying this, Ashley herself had no actual dating experience and only knew about romance from books.
But Yuria believed that the books Ashley had recommended in the past had been helpful, so she valued her recommendations.

"Yes, thank you."

"Now, Yuria, tell me the details."

"Alright, Ashley."

Yuria proceeded to talk about her sex life.

"...He must have incredible stamina, huh?"

Ashley couldn't hide her amazement after hearing Yuria's story.
Not only had Yuria never "won" in their bedroom activities, always collapsing into sleep after panting with pleasure, but Theodore could also go from night until morning without rest if he wanted to. Ashley asked worriedly:

"...Yuria, how do you manage to endure?"

"?"

Naturally, Ashley's question was incomprehensible to Yuria.

"Yes, what do you mean?"

"If Duke's Son Theodore has such strong stamina, isn't it difficult for you?"

Hearing Ashley's words, Yuria realized what her friend was misunderstanding.

"I wish that were the case."

To correct her misunderstanding, Yuria began to explain.

"Theo always maintains his self-control."

"Huh?"

Ashley looked as if she had misheard something, and Yuria sighed slightly before explaining again.

"You didn't mishear. Theo always maintains his self-control. Even when having sex with me... he never loses composure. I've never seen him even breathe heavily."

At Yuria's words, Ashley was momentarily blank before her expression changed to one of shock.

"What, what?"

"So I worry that maybe Theo isn't completely satisfied. I'd like to see him lose control when he looks at me, so I'm trying to work on that."

"...Wait, Yuria. He never once lost his composure?"

"No."

"...Even when you did it from night until morning?"

"Yes, that's right."

"And he always maintains his self-control in daily life too? Even when looking at you?"

If someone was intimate with The Most Beautiful Woman In The Arkan Empire, it would be normal to desire her constantly.
Ashley was implying this, and Yuria nodded at her friend's words.

"That's why I want to study more."

"...The Chosen One is special in that way too, I guess. Come to think of it, I can't easily imagine Duke's Son Theodore looking disheveled either."

It wasn't easy to imagine Theodore Skyroad losing his reason and being consumed by desire.
He was remarkably composed, always with a relaxed smile and calmness.
At most, Yuria had seen him catch his breath slightly, but that was all.

"It's surprising though."

"Yes, what is?"

"That our Yuria would care about such things~ I'm glad I came to visit. Yuria, as your best friend, I'll take responsibility and help you evolve into a more attractive woman! We'll make you so charming that Duke's Son Theodore won't be able to think straight when he sees you!"

"O-okay."

Yuria was perplexed by Ashley's enthusiasm, which seemed even greater than her own, but she still felt relieved to meet her friend again and have this conversation.
Even between lovers, there were things difficult to confess, and especially for discussing matters about one's lover, there was no better confidant than a friend.

"I'll cheer for you in today's match too. I expect to see you win spectacularly."

"Of course I will. I'm going to win the whole tournament."

At Yuria's confident words, Ashley gave a mischievous smile and suddenly slapped Yuria's bottom.

"Hehe, that's good, but Yuria. Don't you have something to apologize to me for?"

"Apologize for?"

Yuria couldn't think of anything she needed to apologize to Ashley for. Seeing Yuria's expression and sensing that she couldn't recall what she was referring to, Ashley said playfully:

"You know that cliché about female swordswomen being weak from behind? I was right, wasn't I?"

At those words, Yuria put her arm around Ashley's neck.

"Yes, Ashley. I'm so embarrassed I might lose my mind."

"W-wait. Yuria, gack! D-don't choke me! I-I'm shorry!"

Ashley, who had playfully tried to extract an apology from Yuria, ended up offering a garbled apology instead.

Ch.117 - {Match Watched By Friend, Fiancé, And Unexpected Spectators}
# A Match Watched by Friends, Fiancé, and Unexpected Guests

"Did you have a good talk with your friend?"

After about 30 minutes, Theodore returned.

"Yes. We're done."

Despite being in front of her friend Ashley, Yuria approached Theodore with a slightly heated gaze. She deliberately pressed her body against him, and Theodore embraced her in return as he asked.

"You've become quite bold even in front of your friend."

Her friend Ashley was covering her mouth with her hand, making "Oh my, oh my~" sounds while watching them with excited eyes. Despite receiving such attention, Yuria ignored her embarrassment and initiated contact as if they were alone, prompting Theodore's comment.

"Theo, didn't you hear our conversation?"

"No, I didn't."

Yuria had asked Theodore if he had overheard her conversation with Ashley, but his answer was that he hadn't listened.
In truth, with Theodore's abilities, he could have easily tracked their positions and detected what conversations had passed between them even from a distance.
But it seemed Theodore had chosen not to do so.

"I couldn't eavesdrop on a private conversation between you and your friend. That would defeat the purpose of giving you space."

Yuria smiled slightly at Theodore's consideration.

"Thank you, Theo."

Expressing gratitude for his thoughtfulness, Yuria gave him a light kiss on the lips. It was a brief touch before pulling away, but Ashley's exclamation of admiration could be heard from behind.
Hearing that sound, Yuria felt embarrassment welling up, but she endured it.

"I'll take you to the waiting room, so take my hand."

"Okay."

Yuria took Theodore's hand. With her other hand, she held Ashley's, as Ashley would also be transported to the arena through spatial movement.
She would sit in the spectator stands to cheer for Yuria.

* * *

Theodore personally escorted Yuria to the waiting room.

"Good luck with your match, Yuria."

"Yes, Theo. I'll definitely win, so please look forward to it."

"I will. I'm looking forward to it."

Theodore spoke to Yuria in an affectionate voice with a gentle smile.
Being right in front of the waiting room, this display was visible not only to other participants but also to some family members of participants standing near the entrance of the waiting room.
Although access to the waiting room area was restricted to authorized personnel, Theodore, as Yuria's fiancé, had the authority to be there regardless of his reputation as the Chosen One.

"Those two seem to have a really good relationship."

"I wonder if she's really being favored by the Chosen One."

Most participants' parents were already seated in good spots in the spectator stands.
Unless they were from foreign families like the Arcein Duchy that made visiting difficult, the majority would have already contracted villas or hotel rooms to stay in.
However, a few participants' parents had come to cheer for their sons/daughters competing today.
To their eyes, the close relationship between Theodore and Yuria appeared concerning.

'They're worried I might hold a grudge if Yuria loses.'

But as Yuria had already made clear to the competitors, that wouldn't happen.
From the beginning, Theodore believed in Yuria's victory, and even if she were eliminated, he wouldn't harbor any resentment.
If someone were to defeat Yuria, it would mean they had shown skill beyond his expectations, which would be admirable.
Yuria too, if defeated, would not hold a grudge but would admire her opponent while only feeling slightly disappointed inside.

Petty aftermath to a fair competition would never be tolerated in the name of the Skyroad and Arcein duchies.

"Yuria, I'll be cheering for you during the match, so I'm expecting a great performance."

"Thanks, Ashley. I'm counting on your support."

"Yes! I'll cheer hard, so don't you dare lose."

"Alright. I promise."

Theodore found it pleasing to see Yuria looking happy as she exchanged light greetings with Ashley.
Her friend's visit clearly brought her joy.

'She must have been lonely.'

Even though she had been with him, being with a lover alone was different from being with friends or family.
Thinking about something that would make her even happier soon, Theodore headed toward the spectator stands, casting a spell to prevent people around him from properly recognizing his presence.

And Ashley quietly followed behind him.
Since she and the people they were about to meet were exceptions to the spell, unlike others, Ashley could clearly recognize Theodore.

"Young Lord Theodore, I'm a bit worried about this surprise for Yuria, though it's nice."

And naturally, Ashley also knew about something that Yuria was still unaware of.
She wasn't the only one who had received the Emperor's permission; they had moved together initially before separating.

"There's no need to worry, Lady Panisel."

When alone with Ashley, Theodore returned to his previous manner of speech.
Though polite, those who knew him would sense a certain distance in his tone.
However, Ashley seemed satisfied with this attitude.

"Young Lord Theodore, you really trust Yuria. Haah~ Yuria denied having a deep relationship with you even after your engagement, but after studying abroad together, you've become like newlyweds, so sweet it's almost sickening. It's strange but makes me happy."

The words Ashley spoke were filled with genuine goodwill toward Yuria.
Theodore could immediately tell that Yuria was as precious as family to her childhood friend Ashley.
There was no falsehood in her feelings toward Yuria.

'Though she teaches strange things.'

While she taught romance knowledge based on romance novels, Theodore decided not to point it out since Yuria's overwhelming beauty made everything she did appealing, beyond just damage control—it actually worked.

"I believe you'll treat Yuria well, but... please always make her happy."

"I will do so regardless of Lady Panisel's request. Yuria has already become the most special person to me."

Theodore had already sworn multiple times that he would care for Yuria, even without Ashley's request.
The reason Yuria had recently begun to make more active sexual appeals was actually related to this.

Theodore typically assumed a position of superiority in his relationships with others.
In the past, Yuria had sensed this and shown extreme aversion to it.
But now, there were people Theodore placed above himself in human relationships.

Namely, his family members of the Skyroad Duchy and his fiancée and lover, Yuria.

'Yuria must feel it too, which is why she made that request last night.'

It was during sex last night.
At that time, Yuria had asked him not to see her as someone beneath him but to treat her intensely as if she were beneath him.
And that seemed to stimulate Yuria's pleasure more, as she had been beside herself with joy when he fulfilled her request.

The important thing was to constantly check and consider what would make Yuria happy.

"Yes, please continue to do so."

Ashley kept making satisfied expressions at Theodore's statement that Yuria was the most special person to him.

* * *

2:00 PM.

When it was finally time for her match, Yuria stepped onto the arena.
The moment she appeared, cheers erupted from the audience.
But these cheers were less about expectations for an exciting match and more about her appearance being pleasing to the eye, even if the result might be as anticlimactic as yesterday.

'I don't want another hollow victory like last time, but I won't be careless or hold back either.'

She would fight with full power to win.
That was the warrior's courtesy toward an opponent who had stepped up to the challenge.
As she made this resolution, the announcer began the introduction.

"Here, student Yuria Arcein is the only student from Jeiha Academy, not Minst Academy, in this tournament! As the fiancée of the famous Chosen One, Theodore Skyroad, she's a second-year student in the Swordsmanship Department and also the eldest daughter of the Arcein Duchy, one of the three great duchies of the Arkan Empire."

The announcer dutifully introduced Yuria, but she was already so well-known that it would be difficult to find someone throughout the Britannia Empire who didn't know about her.
And while the introduction continued, Yuria scanned the spectator stands looking for Theodore, only to discover people she had never expected to see.
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'Dad? Mom? And even Lilia!'

Not far from Theodore sat her family members.
And beside Lilia was Ashley.
She could see Duke and Duchess Arsein and her younger sister Lilia, whose gaze kept drifting toward Theodore, who was sitting at some distance from them.

"Yuria! Secure victory!"

The Duke of Arsein's voice carried all the way to where she stood.
He had projected his voice with energy so that it would reach Yuria directly.

'I never imagined His Majesty would permit Dad, Mom, and even Lilia to come back.'

Even brief visits involved numerous diplomatic complications, making it difficult for someone as influential as a duke to travel freely.
But thinking about it, since Theodore Skyrod was a Chosen One whose favor they needed to curry, and since the Britannia Imperial Court wanted to stage a show of non-hostility between the Imperial family and Theodore during this tournament, they had no reason to refuse the Arsein ducal family's visit.
The Emperor of Arkan's request had clearly been accepted without much resistance.

'But they didn't tell me about it.'

She felt slightly annoyed at Theodore and Ashley for keeping this secret.
But given Theodore's personality, it seemed unlikely he would deliberately hide this from her.
Most likely, either Ashley or her father, the Duke of Arsein, had kept it secret to surprise her.

"To think the Duke and Duchess of Arsein from the Arkan Empire would come to cheer."

Her opponent, David Sedleer, also seemed impressed by this fact.
The announcer continued with his introduction of David.

"Student David Sedleer is the top student in the third-year swordsmanship department at Minster Academy and a member of the Sedleer Count family. As this is a match between two swordsmen, we look forward to an excellent contest between their blades."

Since the Sedleer Count family wasn't particularly distinguished, there wasn't much additional introduction, unlike with Cynthia.

"I look forward to a good match."

"I'm also looking forward to a good match!"

After Yuria and David exchanged greetings before the start of their duel, they drew their swords and took their stances.

"Now, let the match begin!"

With the announcer's declaration, David was the first to move.

"Hyaaah!"

David's sword attack carried fierce momentum.
But Yuria understood that the momentum wasn't what mattered.

'The real attack is elsewhere.'

As David swung his sword down to attack Yuria, his blade twisted cunningly, attempting to knock Yuria's sword from her hand.
His swordsmanship focused on attack variations, showing diverse changes that would be difficult for a first-time opponent to counter, potentially leaving them bewildered.

Knowing about Yuria's counter-force technique that had deflected Cynthia's attack, he chose to attack by trying to disarm her rather than directly clashing with her.
It was clear he had obtained some information about Yuria.

'That won't work!'

Anticipating such a move, Yuria quickly pushed off the ground and retreated. As a result, David's sword cut through empty air, as Yuria had been prepared to back away from the start.
She was a woman, and despite her exceptional abilities as a swordswoman, she had the physical limitations inherent to her gender.
Yuria didn't appear particularly strong in terms of muscle power.
She was tall and slender with a healthy, toned appearance, but her svelte figure with voluptuous breasts and hips, combined with her jade-like skin and beauty that reached the pinnacle of this world's standards, made her look more like a woman who maintained her figure through exercise.

Direct confrontations of strength were never Yuria's style.
Her swordsmanship fundamentally pursued speed and precision.
The counter-force technique merely served to compensate for her weaknesses in defense, and even that wasn't absolute.

'An opening!'

Having retreated, Yuria thrust her sword toward David's blade before he could prepare a defense.

*Clang-*

Concentrating energy at the tip of her sword in a thrusting stance, Yuria attacked and quickly retreated.
Unlike a regular platform, the match stage was quite spacious, allowing for greater mobility and hit-and-run tactics based on agility.

"Tch!"

David grimaced as he assessed Yuria's style.

"Indeed worthy of the skill that defeated Owen Lawrence!"

After expressing his admiration, he readjusted his stance.
He was clearly waiting for an opportunity when Yuria attacked.

'He plans to defend against my thrusting attacks.'

Since her attacks were enhanced with energy, her thrusts wouldn't be easy to defend against.
Thrusting attacks might seem less impressive than powerful slashes, but they were extremely effective, and even Theodore acknowledged this.

[A thrusting attack. It's practical, which is good. Not a bad approach.]

He wasn't disparaging slashing attacks.
Whether slashing or thrusting, one should use whatever suited them best.

To become stronger, there was no need to be picky about such things.
And this wasn't just pure swordsmanship; they were free to utilize energy as well.

'I don't need direct contact.'

Having created distance, Yuria extended her left arm forward and pulled her right elbow back, aiming her sword in a straight line.
The sharp blade emitting a deadly aura was right beside her beautiful face.

"Hah!"

As Yuria thrust her sword forward with a shout, a pointed energy shot from the tip of her sword like an arrow.

"What?!"

Surprised by Yuria's unexpected attack method, David hastily moved his sword to deflect her attack.
Naturally, since it wasn't a direct sword attack but a ranged one, its pure power was significantly reduced.
However, failing to properly defend would still result in serious injury.

Whether being stabbed by a sharp sword or by energy projected from it, getting injured was the same.
And while it might be considered "weak" by the standards of energy-wielding warriors, it still had enough power to pierce through rock.
It could certainly pierce through a human body and cause injury.

Most importantly, in this situation, David couldn't properly deploy his swordsmanship.
His versatile sword style required close proximity.

"Yes! Student Yuria's attack! Amazingly, she shot energy from her sword like an arrow! It's astonishing to see a student demonstrate such a technique!"

The audience erupted in cheers.
They seemed to find the duel more entertaining than expected.
At the same time, they didn't want David to fall too easily and were eager to see how he would overcome this situation.

"Damn! I have no choice!"

David changed his stance and charged forward.

'This isn't his versatile sword style.'

Yuria realized what he was attempting.
His method was very simple.

"Hyaaah!"

He intended to overpower Yuria with brute strength, wielding his enhanced sword.

'Simple but orthodox.'

Yuria sensed this moment was the turning point of the match.
Her family was watching and cheering for her.
...Sadly, Lilia seemed more interested in gazing longingly at Theodore than in her match, but Yuria loved her younger sister dearly and hoped she was at least somewhat cheering for her inside.

'I will definitely win.'

Desiring victory but not wanting to make mistakes by focusing solely on winning, Yuria calmly waited for her opportunity.
She decided to launch an unexpected attack before David could deploy his versatile sword style.

'First, I'll block and deflect as much as possible.'

While David expected her to dodge, Yuria shattered his expectations by meeting his sword head-on.

*Boom!*

Successfully using her counter-force technique to reverse the impact, Yuria knew her tactic had worked.
If David had used his versatile sword style, her counter-force would have been meaningless.
But David had attacked expecting Yuria to dodge, and since it was a feint attack meant to transition into his versatile style, he had left an opening.
As a result, when their swords collided, David was directly hit by the counter-force and momentarily exposed a larger opening. In that moment, Yuria launched another attack David hadn't anticipated.
She spun her body like a windmill.
As a result, her long hair struck David's face, and her sword was positioned precisely in front of his neck.

"Ugh!"

With a sword at his neck, David closed his eyes momentarily in pain, then opened them to confirm his defeat.

"I've lost. To think that I, who uses a versatile sword style, would fall to an irregular attack."

David seemed quite disappointed, feeling he had been beaten at his own specialty. Nevertheless, he calmly accepted his defeat.

"It was a good match."

Yuria offered him a respectful greeting.

"Yes, the winner of this match is student Yuria!"

The announcer's declaration of her victory reached the audience, who erupted in cheers, appreciating that they had witnessed a proper match.
As she sheathed her sword, Yuria's gaze turned toward Theodore, Yuria, and her family.

Ch.119 - {Complete Destruction}
# {Complete Destruction}

"Kuhuhuh..."

William, who had been admitted to a proper large hospital rather than Minst Academy, was letting out a sinister laugh like a madman.

"I am, I am the chosen one..."

William's voice, shouting alone in the empty hospital room, was hollow.
He had no choice but to gradually accept reality.

'Damn it!'

He had lost his limbs and even become sexually impotent.
If his telekinetic powers had been stronger, it might have been different, but due to his neglect of training, his telekinesis was only useful for things like lifting girls' skirts in situations like this.
It was impossible for him to levitate his body to move around or to precisely control invisible telekinetic forces to substitute for prosthetic limbs and legs.

The students of Minst Academy were already busy mocking him when they saw him, and no one feared him anymore.
No one doubted that the real chosen one was Theodore Skyroad, not him.
No one would consider someone lying in a hospital bed, limbless and castrated, to be the chosen one.

"Heheheh."

William felt a terrible sense of despair.
Why on earth had he ended up in this state?
Everyone should have looked up to him, begging for his favor.

'This is all because of Theodore, that bastard.'

Even in this situation, William chose the convenient path to the end.
He blamed Theodore, harboring resentment and hatred toward him while justifying himself.
It made him feel better to hate and resent Theodore, convincing himself that he was an innocent victim and everything was Theodore's fault.

'Yes, I'm the victim.'

William no longer cared much about Duke and Duchess Artin visiting him.
Seeing his parents who were of no help at all infuriated him.
He was angry that in the precarious situation of House Artin, they couldn't stop Theodore's evil schemes and allowed him to end up in this state.

'Theodore, you who took everything from me, I will surely have my revenge.'

And he would also inflict painful punishment on his ungrateful sister, Reina Artin, who dared to betray him.
He would punish Yuria Arsein, who dared to spread her legs for Theodore instead of him, making her beg him in tears before forcing her to bear his children as atonement.
He would also kill Duke and Duchess Skyroad who had accepted Theodore and caused his downfall, and take their daughter, Judith Skyroad, as his concubine to torment and torture her endlessly.

'Hehehe.'

The mere thought filled him with pleasure.
The fantasy of killing Theodore Skyroad miserably and reclaiming everything that had been taken from him was thrilling.

'Come to think of it, Yuria has a younger sister, doesn't she? I should make her my concubine too. Ah, and wasn't her mother said to be a great beauty? To have mother, daughters, and sisters all at once...'

As his mind grew increasingly filthy and dark, there were eyes watching him.

"Useless."

Someone controlling a small bird to observe this scene remarked.
The identity of the person controlling the bird was Jaysen, one of the six highest-ranking Helminths.
Though he usually appeared as a man with light brown hair and gentle features, he was now using a bird to spy on William's condition and assess something.
And from what he could see now, William Artin looked like completely unusable material.

'They say he has talent, but in that state, he's difficult to use.'

And unless there was an urgent situation that could divert Theodore's attention, any plot involving William Artin would clearly face interference from him.
William Artin wasn't valuable enough to take such a risk.

'The Day of Judgment needs to come quickly.'

When the Day of Judgment project proceeded, perhaps William might become a useful card.
But even Jaysen's expectations for William Artin were fading as he observed him.

'I should set a fire.'

Jaysen's sudden strange conclusion had its reasons.
To instill even greater hatred in William, he would discreetly set fire to his hospital room.
Not to spread throughout the hospital, but just to burn his body in his room.
He had enough power to do this even while controlling an animal.

Whoosh-

"Huh? Aaaaargh!"

William screamed in agony as his body suddenly began to burn.

"Aaaaargh! Aaaaaaaargh!"

Flames erupting all over his body were consuming him.
Starting with his hair burning away without a trace, the flames attached to various parts of his body were inflicting terrible pain on him.
Death by burning alive was infamously known as one of the most excruciating ways to die.

And while an invisible force was protecting him, keeping his life from ending, Jaysen's flames took away what little remained of William's handsome appearance.

"Oh no!"

"Fire!"

Belatedly, the hospital staff assessed the situation and quickly succeeded in extinguishing the fire using magical tools.
But William's entire body was already grotesquely disfigured by burns, and his hair had turned to ash.

"Uuugh..."

Whether driven mad by the extreme pain, William had collapsed and could barely speak.

"Hurry! The patient's life is in danger!"

However, due to the hospital's quick response, William's life was in no danger.
But for some reason, his burn marks wouldn't heal despite attempts with magic potions designed for burn treatment and even efforts by clerics with divine power.

"Uuugh."

William couldn't understand why he had to endure such suffering.
Suddenly, flames had erupted out of nowhere.

'Could this also be Theodore's doing?'

It was just a suspicion, but William was gradually becoming convinced of it.

'Yes, it must be him! It's his doing!'

As William became convinced of this, he overheard nurses discussing today's tournament.

"Did you hear Yuria Arsein just defeated David Sedleer?"

"Wow~ As expected of the chosen one's fiancée!"

"I know, right? With her looks and figure, the chosen one must be dying of happiness to have such a beautiful fiancée."

"Oh my~ That's obvious, but it's a bit inappropriate to say out loud~"

William gritted his teeth as he listened to the nurses chatting and giggling quietly.
Though the pain from the burns had subsided, he was afraid to look in a mirror.

'Damn it.'

His handsome face had also been very useful for seducing women.
In the days when everyone hailed him as the chosen one, most women would show attraction or even ecstatic expressions just from seeing his face.
Everyone who needed to know was aware of his debauchery, but his status as the chosen one, heir to House Artin, and his handsome appearance combined made many women desire his touch.

Several female students at Minst Academy had even had sex with him.
Of course, that was all in the past now.

'Theodore! I will definitely have my revenge! Arrrgh!'

And so, William continued to build his anger and hatred toward Theodore, howling alone in his hospital room.

* * *

"I'd like to hear why you inflicted burns on William Artin."

In a dark cave, seated around a circular table, Ezra, one of the Helminths, looked at Jaysen and asked.

"It's not a big deal, is it? Everyone already knew he was a fake chosen one anyway."

The real chosen one, Theodore Artin, now Theodore Skyroad, revealed himself as the chosen one 11 years ago by interfering with the assassination of Duke Skyroad.
Though he was weak at that time, the Helminths were also not strong enough then to deal with him carelessly.

Since the combined power of House Skyroad and Theodore would have been too much to handle, they had postponed dealing with him.

"William Artin is just a fake anyway, and we left him alone because he was good for creating confusion among humans. He's become useless now, but we hadn't decided how to use him specifically."

Luina nodded slightly at Jaysen's answer.

"That's true."

The woman with dark brown hair and blue eyes, who had a gentle appearance, smiled softly and said.

"So would you tell us what you plan to use him for?"

"Of course. On the Day of Judgment, I plan to use him as a test subject."

Luina's eyes widened slightly at Jaysen's answer.

"A test subject? You don't mean...?"

"Yes. I'm thinking of using 'that' on him once."

"Ah, William Artin. I already feel sorry for what that foolish fake will endure."

Luina expressed sympathy that contained no sincerity whatsoever.

And so, a new threat was approaching William Artin.
Complete destruction was coming.
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*I won.*

She had achieved victory.
Though her family was watching something different than planned, now was the time to put on a performance in this place.

"Theo, I dedicate the glory of today's victory to you, my fiancé and swordsmanship mentor."

Looking in Theodore's direction, Yuria gripped her sword again, held it upright, and solemnly bowed her head in respect, declaring that she dedicated this victory to Theodore.
Of course, since Yuria was the actual victor, these words were simply a warrior's way of expressing gratitude to her mentor for her victory.
It was also a public display of how deeply connected she and Theodore were in various ways.

"Yes, student Yuria has dedicated her victory to her fiancé, Theodore Skyroad. As you all know, Theodore is famous for being the true Chosen One."

Even the announcer, who normally spoke neutrally without using honorifics toward students, used respectful language for Theodore and referred to him as a famous person. It showed how specially they regarded the existence of the Chosen One who would save the world.

Yuria then descended from the competition stage.
When she came out through the contestants' waiting room, she saw Theodore and Ashley, who must have arrived first via spatial movement, along with her family—the Duke and Duchess Arsein and Lilia.

"Congratulations, Yuria. It was a splendid match."

Duke Arsein stepped forward first to offer his congratulations.

"Thank you, Father. Did His Majesty even permit both of you to visit?"

"Hoho, that's right. His Majesty suggested that we should go and support our Yuria as she strives for victory in the Britannia Empire's tournament for the honor of the Arkan Empire!"

It was indeed the Emperor's consideration.
While grateful for the Emperor's thoughtfulness, Yuria glanced at Lilia.
When their eyes met, Yuria immediately spoke to her.

"Lilia, it's so good to see you again. Thank you for coming to support me."

"Yeah, sister."

There was no enthusiastic response to Lilia's answer.
Yuria remembered how in childhood, Lilia would say she loved her sister, cling to her, and act cute. Seeing her sister now keeping her distance made Yuria feel bitter, but at the same time, she recalled that Lilia was now in her adolescence.

*She's going through puberty, so it can't be helped...*

Deciding to comfort herself with that thought, Yuria reached out to pat Lilia's head.
However, Lilia slightly pulled her head away.

"Don't, sister."

Yuria felt a little hurt seeing Lilia openly reject what she used to accept well before.

"Stop treating me like a child."

But from Lilia's words, Yuria sensed why she was refusing.
It wasn't about whether she liked Yuria or not.
She was now conscious of her image as a woman.

*It's because of Theo.*

Yuria realized that Lilia wanted to present herself as a woman rather than a child in front of Theodore, and she understood why Lilia disliked her touch.
While Yuria could yield anything else for Lilia's sake, her lover was the exception.

"Yes, I'm sorry, Lilia."

Yuria apologized for treating her like a child.
In her eyes, Lilia was still just her adorable little sister, and even now, she felt like she might lose control just looking at how lovable she was.
She was certain that if Lilia were ever in danger, she would lose her mind.

Having adored and loved Lilia immensely since childhood, Yuria sincerely hoped for the day when Lilia would treat her with the same familiarity as before.

"Yuria, well done."

Theodore approached her and offered praise.
Yuria nodded with a slight smile at his concise words that conveyed his meaning precisely.

"Yes, thanks to you."

Just then, Duchess Arsein casually asked Theodore:

"By the way, Duke's Son Theodore, no, Theodore."

Duchess Arsein called out to Theodore.
Since Theodore had already told her she could address him comfortably, she was calling him by his name.

"Yes, what is it?"

Duchess Arsein looked at Theodore, and Yuria sensed that her mother wanted to confirm something. When her mother's gaze then turned toward her, Yuria flinched involuntarily.

"You're being careful about contraception, right?"

At this question from Duchess Arsein to Theodore, Duke Arsein cleared his throat, and Lilia's expression slightly wrinkled. In contrast, Ashley made an "Oh my~" sound with a gaze full of interest.
Feeling a rush of embarrassment, Yuria wondered why her mother had brought this up here of all places.

*Couldn't she have called us aside for this?*

As she tried to shake off the embarrassment, Theodore spoke first.

"Yes, we're being very careful."

"Good. I'll trust that you'll behave responsibly to prevent any problems for our daughter."

Yuria thought the conversation was taking a strange turn.
Wasn't it as if Duchess Arsein, her mother, was blaming Theodore for touching her while telling him to take responsibility?

"Theo—"

Yuria was about to intervene and stop Theodore, but he extended his arm in front of her to prevent her from stepping forward. Then he looked at her and shook his head slightly.
Though conflicted about his signal not to interfere, Yuria decided to follow his wishes.
However, she was prepared to step in despite Theodore's restraint if he was treated too unfairly.

"Remember that more important to us than our future son-in-law being the Chosen One is how much our future son-in-law cherishes our daughter."

"I will always remember that."

"Then I'll trust you with her. Please continue to take good care of our Yuria."

"I promise I won't disappoint the trust you've placed in me."

Fortunately, the conversation ended without further issues, but Yuria felt Lilia's piercing gaze.
Lilia was looking at Yuria with eyes full of jealousy, and she approached Yuria and said:

"Sister, let's talk privately for a moment."

"...Okay."

Yuria nodded at Lilia's request and said:

"I'll be back after talking with Lilia for a bit."

"Lilia. We've finally reunited after so long—couldn't this wait until later?"

Duke Arsein tried to persuade his youngest daughter with a deliberately gentle smile.
However, Lilia shook her head, showing her unwillingness to follow her father's suggestion.

"I'm sorry, Father. I'll be back after talking with sister for just a moment. It feels like it has to be now. It won't take long, please understand."

There was nothing he could do when she insisted like this.
And Duke Arsein seemed shocked by his youngest daughter's somewhat cold attitude, as if his heart was being torn apart.
It must have been quite a shock for him to see his always cute and lovable youngest daughter keeping her distance.
This attitude from Lilia would feel like losing the healing medicine that had been soothing his heart.

*Father....*

Feeling slightly sorry for him, Yuria bowed her head slightly.

"I'll be back after talking for a moment."

"...Alright."

Leaving Duke Arsein with a face that seemed drained of life, Yuria and Lilia moved to a spot some distance away.
When they were far enough, Yuria looked at Lilia.
Though she had an appearance almost identical to her own, being six years younger made her feel like a miniature version of herself.

"What did you want to talk about?"

When Yuria asked in a gentle voice, Lilia glanced up and down at Yuria before speaking.

"Sister, are you happy now?"

"Huh?"

"Being with Theodore as lovers—are you truly happy?"

At Lilia's question, Yuria nodded without hesitation.

"Yes, I'm happy. I truly love him."

At those words, Lilia made a disappointed expression.

"That's troublesome. The difficulty level has increased."

Her eyes were filled with regret as she muttered those words.
However, Yuria was relieved to see that while there was envy and jealousy in her eyes toward her, there was no hatred or resentment.

"Then sister, I'll make my declaration here."

"Declaration?"

"A declaration of war."

Yuria's expression stiffened slightly as she watched Lilia speak.

"I know my chances of winning are slim. Still, I won't give up until the end. Even if it ends in my defeat forever, nothing will change, and even though you and Theodore have already had sex or whatever, my feelings and determination will never change."
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Despite already knowing about Lilia's declaration of war, Yuria felt that her sister hadn't changed at all when she heard her firm challenge again. It was natural since not much time had passed, but Yuria knew that even if years went by, Lilia's heart wouldn't change.

"...Is that why you called me here?"

Yuria noticed her voice had stiffened slightly. Even though she had anticipated this, it wasn't easy to simply brush off being declared a love rival by the little sister she had loved since childhood. Yet Yuria realized that even in this situation, she couldn't feel any negative emotions toward Lilia.

Indeed, in her eyes, her little sister Lilia always looked incredibly lovable as her younger sibling.

"Yes, sister."

After saying that, Lilia approached and gently embraced Yuria. Though slightly surprised by her sister's initiative, Yuria interpreted it as Lilia still loving her as a sister and happily hugged her back.

However, Yuria was startled when Lilia's hands began exploring her waist and hips.

"...Lilia?"

Apparently, Lilia's purpose was to check Yuria's figure.
Having set Yuria as her model to emulate, Lilia proceeded to firmly grab Yuria's chest.

"Ah! L-Lilia?"

"They're so big... I wonder if mine will grow this large too?"

Lilia muttered, seemingly deaf to Yuria's protests.
Yuria realized she had underestimated Lilia's determination. Her sister had said she wouldn't regret choosing this path even if she failed, but that was assuming she had done everything possible and still failed. It seemed she truly intended to give it her all.

"Sister, how did it feel when you had sex with Theodore? It was amazing, right?"

"L-Lilia. You're only fifteen..."

"Yes, if only I had been born a few years earlier, how wonderful that would have been."

Lilia looked genuinely regretful. She was revealing to her sister the great sense of loss she felt from being six years younger than Theodore and Yuria.

"Sister, I don't hate or resent you for this."

"Lilia..."

"I'll become someone Theodore would like by following your example... but I'm not trying to take your place."

Lilia was certain that Theodore would never abandon Yuria. Therefore, what she wanted wasn't to take Yuria's place.

"I don't mind being a concubine or whatever. I don't mind being second; I just want to be accepted. That's my goal."

Yuria felt that Lilia's wish was unlikely to come true. And she felt a little sad that she couldn't bring herself to support her sister's feelings in this situation.

"...I'm sorry, Lilia. I can't support you on this one."

"I know, sister. I never expected you to help me. I'm just letting you know in advance."

Lilia said with a slight smile. It was the first time she had smiled, but Yuria felt her heart ache more as she sensed that her sister's smile was that of someone prepared for failure. But this was the one thing Yuria couldn't yield on, and for the first time in her life, she was being selfish.

"I know the chances of my wish coming true are slim. But I'll do my best so I won't have regrets later... even if you can't help me, I hope you understand my feelings."

All Lilia wanted from Yuria was understanding of why she was doing this. She didn't expect help. Yuria also sensed that Lilia didn't want her to ask Theodore to accept her as a second lover.

"Let me ask you one thing."

"Yes, sister."

"Lilia, how would you feel if I... asked Theodore to accept you as his second?"

Yuria felt slightly disgusted with herself for asking such a hypothetical question when there was no possibility of it happening. However, Lilia seemed to have anticipated this question.

"Well? I'd be grateful to you, but I don't really want that."

It was as expected.

"I don't want Theodore to be forced into a relationship with me. If Theodore becomes unhappy because of me, then it's meaningless. It only has meaning if Theodore wants me, even just a little."

This was the line Lilia had drawn for herself. She would give her all, but never cross this boundary.

"But I do envy this."

Lilia said, lightly touching Yuria's thigh. Yuria's snow-white thighs, visible beneath her black leather hot pants, were beautifully toned from her training as a swordswoman, showing both elegant lines and alluring curves. Though Lilia looked like a miniature version of Yuria, she appeared more delicate compared to Yuria's healthy, athletic build.

"I need to develop amazing thighs and legs like these showing under hot pants..."

Lilia, lost in her own world and already planning how to develop her body, seemed to have set her goal. Before Yuria had truly become Theodore's lover, Lilia had no role model to emulate, no sense of what kind of woman to become. But now with Yuria as her target, Lilia had found a clear direction.

"Lilia..."

Looking at her sister, Yuria felt that no words could dissuade her.

"Well, sister, let's head back now."

"...Okay."

Yuria wasn't sure if she and Lilia could return to their former relationship, laughing and playing together like before. But she sincerely hoped those days would come again.

"Oh, Theodore! Please help me!"

When Yuria and Lilia returned, they saw Duchess Artin, Ceres, kneeling before Theodore and pleading.

"Those people again."

Lilia glared coldly at Ceres. Yuria thought her own expression was probably just as cold.

* * *

After Yuria and Lilia left to talk, Theodore soon realized he was about to have an unpleasant reunion.

*I see they're coming here.*

He could have avoided them if he wanted to. But Theodore saw no reason why he should flee from them. So he remained in place, and shortly after, the Duke and Duchess Artin appeared.

A mature beauty with long golden hair tinged with blue and a handsome black-haired man in expensive noble attire who looked in his thirties despite being much older—they were evidence of a beautiful couple. In the past, many people had celebrated their marriage, and when they had a child, the world blessed them more than anyone else. After all, they were the birth parents of the Chosen One who would save the world.

But to Theodore Skyroad, the Chosen One and their biological son, these two were always worthless people he could never forgive.

"Theodore..."

Eliot's eyes met Theodore's. As he seemed about to say something, Ceres hurriedly approached Theodore. Theodore moved a few steps away to prevent the Duke and Duchess Arsein and Ashley from getting involved in his business. Ceres came before Theodore and knelt down.

"Oh, Theodore! Please help me!"

As Ceres pleaded with desperate eyes, clasping her hands and tearful, Theodore asked:

"What rudeness is this, Duchess of the Britannia Empire, who can't even engage in public activities, coming uninvited to seek out the heir of a noble house in the Arkan Empire?"

At this moment, Yuria and Lilia returned from their conversation. They witnessed this scene, and Theodore noticed both sisters glaring coldly at Ceres.

"William, William might die! Please help! You're brothers, aren't you? I know how wrong I was as the mother who gave birth to you. But still, at least between siblings..."

"William Artin is in mortal danger."

To be honest, Theodore had completely lost interest in William. It was obvious that whatever schemes William might attempt would be quickly detected by him, and he didn't want to bother with someone he considered worthless.

*Burns, is it?*

Theodore quickly figured out what had happened to William. But before he could say anything, Eliot spoke first.

"Um, Theodore... do you... know anything about this?"

Eliot was still calling him Theodore and speaking cautiously, but Theodore recognized the intent behind his question. He confirmed that Eliot's essential nature hadn't changed. Right now, he was suspecting that Theodore might be responsible for William's burns.

"Why are you asking Theodore that?"

Yuria, who had moved to Theodore's side, asked Eliot in a cold voice.

Ch.122 - {Happy Reunion And Unhappy Reunion} 3
# Joyful Reunion and Not-So-Joyful Reunion

"Lady Yuria."

Elliott saw Yuria and called her name while looking at her with a complicated gaze.

"I asked why you came to Theo to inquire about what happened to William Artin."

Even though he was a duke from another country, he was already someone not worthy of respect. Not only because of his past actions but also because of his current behavior.

'You shouldn't have shown that you suspect me.'

However, Theodore thought Yuria didn't need to deal with such a person, so he tried to stop her.

"Yuria."

"Just a moment, Theo."

But Yuria stopped Theodore instead. After preventing Theodore from stopping her, she looked at him with determined eyes.

"Theo, please wait a moment."

The determination in Yuria's eyes showed no intention of backing down. He could forcefully persuade her if he wanted to, but there was no need to go that far. Besides, forcibly breaking her resolve wasn't what he wanted.

"I don't know what you were thinking by appearing before Theo, but to show up and interrogate him as if he were a criminal. As his fiancée, I simply cannot tolerate this."

Yuria's angry demeanor seemed unexpected to the Duke and Duchess of Arsein.

"Lady Yuria, this is not your place to interfere."

Elliott spoke sharply to Yuria as the Duke of Artin. However, the Duke of Arsein intervened.

"I cannot let that comment pass. Duke Artin, you have just insulted our future son-in-law of the Arsein Duchy. My daughter is rightfully protesting as his fiancée!"

"Insult! I merely... as a father who raised him, I was only asking if he knew anything about the accident involving my other son!"

As Elliott defended himself indignantly against the Duke of Arsein's words, Yuria stepped forward this time.

"Theodore Skydor of the Skyroad Duchy is my fiancé and the heir to the Skyroad Duchy."

Yuria responded coldly to his words, and Theodore nodded in agreement.

'She's really being assertive.'

Looking at Yuria's proactive stance, Theodore understood why she was stepping forward so directly. If something similar had happened to Yuria, he would have done the same. However...

"Ugh! Theodore is... still my son. I know I've done wrong, perhaps unforgivably so... but even so, in a situation like this... I must convey this."

Elliott couldn't hide his urgent feelings. Looking at William's current situation, one could understand why he was reacting this way.

"Whatever situation he's in is none of my concern. Duke Artin, if you don't leave immediately, I will formally protest to the Britannia Empire."

As Yuria was about to say something, Theodore stepped forward first. She didn't need to exchange any more words with these people. They could simply be forcibly removed.

"Theodore..."

"You're still using that name, I see. It's Theodore Skyroad, Duke Artin."

At Theodore's words, Elliott bit his lip. He seemed to feel something about Theodore not giving him even the slightest opening.

"Ah, Theodore. Please, I beg you. I know that child has done terrible things to you... but please help him. He might die now."

Theodore found it strange that they were pleading like this for William, but he could guess why. They probably hoped he would reevaluate them by showing the image of parents with strong paternal and maternal love.

"Leave."

Theodore forcibly teleported them away. The location he sent them to was right next to William Artin, so they could spend quality time with their precious William as they wished.

"Theo, are you okay?"

Yuria asked. However, she showed no signs of worry. Her tone was more like she was just checking.

"Yes."

Theodore actually preferred it that way. Being treated as someone who needed concern was never a pleasant feeling. Being pitied when he wasn't in a miserable state was rather unpleasant. Yuria knew this, which is why she deliberately didn't worry about him.

"Don't worry too much. It's annoying, but... just think of it as an unfortunate entanglement."

Yuria didn't ask anything else. Theodore gently stroked her hair in response to her reaction, which seemed somewhat disgusted by the behavior of the Artin Duke and Duchess who had clung to Theodore even after being reprimanded by her. Lilia's expression stiffened slightly at the sight of his gentle touch, but Theodore noticed this and still focused solely on Yuria.

He had known for a long time what feelings Lilia harbored for him, but to him, Lilia was just Yuria's younger sister.

"Yes, it was an unpleasant reunion."

Theodore stroked Yuria's hair and then gently caressed her cheek. It didn't matter that the Duke of Arsein was clearing his throat while watching, or that the Duchess of Arsein wore a somewhat satisfied smile. Yuria also didn't seem to care about her parents' gazes, showing neither excessive embarrassment nor rejection.

"Oh my~"

Ashley put both hands to her mouth and watched the situation with an excited face, clearly enjoying the spectacle. Her gaze was probably the most embarrassing for Yuria.

"But thanks to Theo, I had a joyful reunion."

Yuria showed a bright, genuinely happy smile. Seeing that expression, Theodore decided to follow his impulses regardless of the gazes of the Duke and Duchess of Arsein, as well as Lilia and Ashley. When he slowly brought his lips to Yuria's, she eagerly returned the kiss and threw herself into his arms as soon as their lips met.

*Smooch!*

As the two began to share a passionate kiss, the Duke of Arsein muttered in embarrassment.

"My, there are other people around..."

The Duke of Arsein, who had been muttering, seemed to feel embarrassed himself as he noticed the few passersby looking in their direction.

"Wasn't that the Duke and Duchess of Artin just now?"

"The Chosen One is kissing Yuria Arsein right now?"

"Ah, I'm so jealous. Damn."

Rumors would spread like this, but Theodore and Yuria had decided that such rumors were actually welcome. The Duchess of Arsein gently pinched the arm of her husband, who seemed taken aback by how their daughter had become more forward than expected after their long separation.

"Dear, calm down."

"Ugh, my lady..."

"Just think about how happy Yuria looks."

"Ah, I understand. Ugh."

The Duke of Arsein's somewhat sorrowful expression as a father with a daughter would evoke sympathy from observers. However, no one at the scene was paying him any attention.

"I'm so jealous..."

Lilia was envying Yuria.

"Hehe."

The Duchess of Arsein was satisfied after confirming that Theodore cherished Yuria.

"They're really passionate, aren't they?"

Ashley was happily smiling, supporting her friend's passionate romance and pleased to see Yuria looking so happy. Even the few people nearby were focused only on Theodore and Yuria, with no one sparing even a glance for the Duke of Arsein.

"How sorrowful..."

It wasn't strange that such words came from the Duke of Arsein's mouth. However, Theodore also sensed that everyone was deliberately ignoring whatever had happened to William Artin.

For Yuria, he was someone she didn't even want to think about, so she didn't care what happened to him. The Duke and Duchess of Arsein had no reason to sympathize with someone who had kidnapped their daughter and tried to rape her. To Lilia, William Artin was just a fraud who had taken Theodore's place and pretended to be him. Ashley had no reason to worry about the tragedy of a villain who had tried to rape her friend.

That's why no one asked or was curious about what had happened to William Artin. The pleas of the Duke and Duchess of Artin were also lightly buried.

* * *

"Aaaaargh!"

William Artin, who was screaming, felt terrible. He felt horribly bad, and though he didn't know why, he suddenly felt a surge of murderous intent toward Theodore.

"Grrrr, I'll kill him. I'll kill you, Theodore!"

The Duke and Duchess of Artin could only shed tears as they watched William muttering like a madman.

"Ah, William. How did you end up in such a state..."

Ceres wept with tears, but William shouted at his mother.

"Don't just cry, damn it! Theodore Skyroad, that bastard needs to be taught a lesson! Aaaaargh!"

Shortly after, William was admitted to a psychiatric ward.

Ch.123 - {Despair Confined To The Psychiatric Ward}
# Despair Confined in the Psychiatric Ward

William Artin was confined to a psychiatric ward.
Of course, they called it hospitalization, but William was certain this was imprisonment.

"Uaaaargh!"

William was letting out a terrible scream.

"No... no... no..."

All William could do was use his feeble telekinetic power.
Since his downfall to this state, William had gradually noticed his telekinetic abilities weakening compared to before, and he had lost hope of training his telekinesis to compensate for his missing limbs.
However, for someone who had been clinging to some miracle, being locked up here meant the despair of losing all hope.

'Why am I here...'

This was a place that housed patients whose symptoms were too severe to mingle with others and required isolation.
In other words, it was a place to confine, monitor, and manage people whose conditions were so serious they harmed those around them.
In truth, judging by William's behavior, he deserved to be confined in such a place, but having lost his limbs, he couldn't rampage around enough to warrant this level of confinement.

Nevertheless, considering his telekinetic powers and his verbal abuse toward his own parents, the hospital chose to confine him to the psychiatric ward.
But this place had an environment that could drive even a sane person mad.
After all, it was designed to isolate people from society, ensuring they would never return to the Britannia Empire's society to harm others.

"Uuuugh..."

Trapped here, William couldn't accept that he had ended up in such a place.
He was supposed to be living in glory as a chosen one, surrounded by countless beautiful women, living in luxury.
He was never meant to be confined in a place like this.

"Theodore... I'll kill you... grrrr..."

As they only provided the necessary amount of water, even shouting gradually became difficult.
William felt thirsty and hoped someone would bring him water, but it was still a long time until they would provide it.
At this point, he realized that shouting only hurt himself, so he had no choice but to stop.

'Damn it!'

In reality, all of this had nothing to do with Theodore; it was all self-inflicted.
His burns, his confinement in the psychiatric ward—none of it had anything to do with Theodore.
But he firmly believed Theodore had caused his burns, and he thought his confinement in the psychiatric ward must also be Theodore's conspiracy.

'That bastard. I'll definitely kill him... not only did he steal my woman... but he also reduced me to this state...'

In his mind, he still considered Yuria Arsein as naturally his woman.
William, who had never even properly conversed with her and had merely targeted his brother's fiancée for kidnapping and rape, delusionally claimed her as his woman. With a soul rotten to the core, he showed no remorse and instead expanded the range of his delusions.

'Lilia Arsein, that woman is also mine. Duchess Arsein, she's mine too... Judith Skyroad, that woman will be my concubine...'

Though he was expanding the scope of his delusions, his thirst prevented him from delving deeper into them.

"Wa-water..."

William, who never imagined a sip of water could feel so precious, shed tears of misery.

'Damn it.'

William seriously wondered if he was in hell.
Unless evil forces that felt threatened by him, a chosen one, had placed him in hell, there was no reason for him to suffer like this.

'Damn, is there no way out of here?'

He tried using his telekinetic power, but the ability he hadn't trained hadn't grown since his body deteriorated to this state.
Though it was an innate power separate from the telekinesis used by magicians or martial artists, it was more heavily influenced by William's physical condition.

'The floor is soft. Damn it.'

Both the bed and the floor were soft. Thanks to that, he wouldn't get seriously injured if he rolled off the bed.
But he couldn't do anything here, and meals consisted of strange liquids forcibly injected into his mouth with a syringe.
Naturally, it was a horrific experience for someone used to eating luxurious food.

'Damn it, at least sit me up to feed me!'

He could raise his upper body.
So sitting was possible.
But they wouldn't even sit him up to feed him; they just shoved strange liquids into his mouth and were done with it.

'Grrrr, damn it. Damn it all.'

There was no way those strange liquids could satisfy his palate, which was accustomed to luxurious foods and extravagant daily meals.

Creeeeak-

Just then, the door opened.

"It's mealtime."

A doctor with a cold expression and glasses spoke.
Also a magician, he was an expert skilled in healing magic and had developed all kinds of therapeutic drugs.
But his eyes were cold as he looked at William, whom his medicines couldn't cure.
He had only admitted him to the hospital purely for money.

"Le-let me out..."

William begged the doctor to release him from this place.
His voice didn't come out properly because his throat was hoarse from all the shouting, but he somehow managed to express his will.

"Not until your treatment is complete."

The doctor coldly replied as he moved his magical energy.
Instead of ordering nurses, he directly used magic to levitate objects and tried to inject liquid into William's mouth.

"Guuuugh."

Feeling an invisible force forcibly opening his mouth, William sensed the doctor was using telekinesis with magic.
After forcibly opening his mouth, he injected a strange liquid, and the taste was nauseating this time too.
It was like eating porridge fit only for pigs.

"The meal is over. Please stay quiet and keep your mind at ease until the treatment is complete."

William pleaded with the coldly speaking doctor.

"Wa-water, please."

It was truly pathetic to be in a state where he was begging for mere water, but William was desperate for it now.
He thought that if he could drink water, he might be able to wash away the disgusting pig slop taste in his mouth and quench his thirst.

"Tsk. How annoying."

The doctor, genuinely annoyed, used a simple water magic to pour water into William's mouth.
William drank it gratefully and was finally able to catch his breath.

"Phew, huff huff."

"Now rest well."

As the cold doctor was about to leave, William hastily stopped him.

"Wa-wait! Doctor!"

"Ah, what is it?"

Facing the doctor who was visibly annoyed, William pleaded with desperation.

"Please contact my parents. My mental issues are all resolved now, so there's no problem with me leaving."

It was a fairly wise response for William.
However, the doctor adjusted his glasses and said:

"Ah, please understand. You have serious mental issues. You cannot leave until those are completely cured."

"Listen here! I'm telling you I'm fine!"

"Whether a patient is well or not is for the doctor to determine. Stop talking nonsense and just rest."

With those words, the doctor turned around, ignoring William, and left.

"Hey! Doctor! Heeeey!"

William screamed in desperation, calling for the doctor, but the doctor left and locked the door.
Thus, once again confined alone in his isolation room, William had to admit that at this moment, he had found someone he hated even more than Theodore.

Grrrr-

'That doctor. I've memorized his face clearly! If I ever get the chance, I'll kill that doctor first!'

It seemed like they were exaggerating his mental issues to keep him locked up and extort enormous treatment fees.
In reality, the doctor was indeed extracting huge sums from the Artin ducal family by confining William here, using his abusive behavior toward his parents as justification. This was due to a combination of factors: the Artin ducal family being in a difficult situation and William genuinely having mental issues severe enough to warrant confinement in a psychiatric ward.

In other words, it was true that he was confined here for treatment fees.
But he also fully met the conditions for psychiatric confinement, so legally, there was nothing wrong with confining William to the psychiatric ward.
In any case, William, feeling like the victim of this heinous and terrible crime(?), didn't think about what he had done at all and sincerely believed he had been pushed into an unfair situation.

'Someone, anyone, please give me power...'

Power to kill that doctor, then kill Theodore Skyroad, and reclaim everything that was taken from him.
William desperately prayed for anyone to give him that power.
God or devil, it didn't matter who.
If anyone would give him power, he would grant their wish as long as it didn't harm him.

Ch.124 - {Girl In Love}
# The Girl in Love

The Duke of Arsein could freely travel between the Arsein mansion and here without staying in the Britannia Empire.
This was possible because Theodor could transport them with his power.
However, since this would burden Theodor, the Duke of Arsein decided to arrange suitable accommodations in the Britannia Empire.

"Just in case, I already rented a place after returning last time."

Thinking they might need it, he had rented a mansion near Minster Academy, so they had a place to stay.
Ashley also had secured a place to stay.

Despite appearances, her family, the Panicello Viscounty, while inferior to the three great ducal families, was still highly regarded within the Arkan Empire as the Northern Panicello Viscounty.
Even in a foreign country, finding a mansion wasn't difficult.
Moreover, the Emperor of the Arkan Empire himself had provided assistance for Yuria's sake, so it was impossible not to find suitable accommodations.

'Big sister is working hard preparing for the quarterfinals.'

Unlike the Duke and Duchess of Arsein and Ashley who had returned to their respective lodgings, Lilia was staying temporarily at Yuria's quarters.
Of course, her purpose wasn't to stay at her sister Yuria's lodging, but to gaze at Theodor for as long as possible.
Currently, he was giving Yuria combat guidance.
However, unlike usual, he wasn't using a sword at all.
The power he was using now was magic.

Every time Theodor sent magical arrows of fire, ice, wind, and lightning, Yuria repeatedly deflected them quickly.
Sharpening her senses, Yuria's movements as she deflected each magical attack aimed at her shoulders, thighs, and waist were so fast that Lilia could barely follow them with her eyes.
And Theodor, who was helping with her training, nodded slightly and said:

"You're doing well. Keep maximizing your senses like that. Detect through your ki sense rather than trying to see with your eyes."

"Yes!"

The reason Yuria was doing this training was because her quarterfinal opponent had been determined.
This tournament wasn't structured to have matches against predetermined opponents in sequence.
Unlike regular tournaments, the order was randomly determined so that participants would only know their next opponent the day before.
The matchups were truly determined by luck.

'Her opponent is Princess Louise, right?'

Lilia had heard that Yuria's quarterfinal opponent was Princess Louise of the Britannia Empire.
As soon as she heard this information, Yuria had begun training like this, with Theodor acting as a mage to help enhance her senses.
And Yuria, receiving Theodor's help to train against mages, looked quite happy.
Besides attack magic, he seemed to be using various other spells as well, causing her to hesitate momentarily, but she was showing good responses by drawing out her ki to dispel the magic.

'Has my sister gotten stronger?'

Of course she had.
But with Lilia's level of discernment, she couldn't accurately compare Yuria's skills from before to now.

"That's enough for now."

Theodor withdrew his magical power.

"Haa... haa..."

Yuria also withdrew her sword and sheathed it.
But having concentrated all her nerves to block Theodor's magic, she was breathing heavily and drenched in sweat.
Even to her younger sister Lilia, her sister's appearance was seductive, with her sweat-soaked silver hair slightly sticking to her face and neck particularly drawing attention.
Moreover, her ample bosom, impressive in size, rising and falling with each breath, was the crowning glory.

'I'll grow like that too, right?'

Starting with their mother, the Duchess of Arsein, who had exceptional development in her chest and hips, Lilia was confident that with time, she too would have a figure no less impressive than Yuria, who had inherited that physique.
In fact, Lilia's chest size was already quite large compared to girls her age, and it would grow even larger by the next year.
But that alone wouldn't be enough to win Theodor's heart.

'Big sister... she must have swooped in suddenly in that short time.'

Lilia knew that even if Yuria had been flat-chested, Theodor's attitude toward her wouldn't have changed.
She was different from the past Yuria who had no deep interest in Theodor.
She had been captivated by him, understanding more deeply than Yuria that his everyday appearance was like wearing a mask, a disguise.

'They say the quiet cat climbs onto the stove first...'

Lilia saw Theodor approach the sweat-soaked Yuria and personally remove the hair stuck to her cheek.
Yuria seemed concerned about her sweat smell, but Theodor, as if it didn't matter at all, gently caressed her cheek while looking at her lovingly.
While Theodor was always like that, Yuria too had changed—where was the modest and innocent sister she knew? Now she didn't hesitate to show affection regardless of who was watching.
It wasn't that she wasn't embarrassed, but she seemed to treat such embarrassment as a trial to overcome.

"Mmm... hmph!"

Then Theodor kissed her, and when their lips met, Lilia saw Yuria actively moving her pink lips.
By now, Yuria's body was nestled in Theodor's arms, and whenever Lilia saw this, she felt envious.
What if she were in Yuria's place instead?

Of course, unlike the mature Yuria, she knew that as someone still growing, she wouldn't make such a splendid picture.

'But there's nothing wrong with imagining, right?'

While she was thinking this, she saw Theodor and Yuria's kiss end.
And as Theodor approached her, Lilia felt her heart racing despite knowing he had no romantic feelings for her whatsoever.
Her emotions were always like this.
As a girl in love, even though she knew Theodor had no romantic interest in her and saw her only as his fiancée's younger sister, her heart couldn't be controlled when he was near.

"Lilia. It's almost dinner time, so let's eat and then you should head back."

Theodor said in a gentle voice.
This kindness seemed similar to before, but Lilia could easily tell it was different.
His previous kindness was merely an act of being kind, with no sincerity at all.
It was clearly an act of drawing a line, which made Lilia feel disappointed, but she thought there would be a chance since Yuria didn't like him either.

'I might have been better off back then.'

Lilia felt more conflicted knowing that Theodor's current kindness wasn't just an act.
If it had still been the time when he was acting, there would have been hope to change things.
But now he was being kind to her as the younger sister of the woman he loved.

"Yes, thank you, Brother Theodor."

But Lilia smiled.
Knowing she wasn't in a position to complain, she forced a smile and responded to his kindness with a smile.

"Good. Is there anything you'd like to eat?"

He was showing kindness by asking directly what she wanted to eat, and he would likely give her what she wanted.
However, this was merely a favor he was extending because he knew that her sister, Yuria Arsein, loved her as a sister.

"Anything is fine with me. My sister and I don't really have different tastes in food."

Theodor nodded slightly at Lilia's answer.

"Alright, I understand. Please sit down for a moment. I'll make something quickly."

"Yes."

"Yuria, you sit and wait too. You have a match tomorrow, so I'll make something that won't be too heavy."

"Yes, thank you."

Seeing the harmonious couple, and Theodor entering his quarters with Yuria, Lilia was certain they would have passionate sex again tonight.

'My sister, who used to be obsessed only with her sword, has opened her eyes to love and become much more aggressive... leaving even less room for me.'

Perhaps she would end up living as a spinster for the rest of her life.
No, that was highly likely.
The Theodor Skylord she loved was not a man who would easily allow another woman by his side when he had a woman he loved.

Lilia had prided herself on knowing Theodor better than Yuria did, but looking at the current situation, it seemed Yuria had also come to know a lot about him.
Beyond simply knowing about his past, it seemed their understanding of what kind of person he was had become indistinguishable.

With these thoughts, Lilia followed the two into Theodor's quarters.

Ch.125 - {Girl In Love} 2
# {The Beloved Girl}

'Is she going to wash up?'

Lilia watched as Yuria went upstairs, thinking she probably wanted to wipe off some sweat before dinner.
Then, looking at what Theodore was doing in the kitchen, she saw him taking ingredients out of his spatial storage and preparing them.

'Big brother Theodore is preparing meat dishes.'

Having trained in swordsmanship, Yuria wasn't picky about food, but she did have quite an appetite.
No, to be direct, she was simply a big eater.
But considering how many hours she spent training each day, that was only natural.

With that thought, Lilia went upstairs and caught sight of Yuria washing her face at the basin.
Even while simply washing her face and wiping away sweat, she exuded a bewitching charm that made it clear why she had earned the nickname "The Empire of Arkan's Greatest Beauty."
Seeing this, Lilia felt a twinge of spite rising within her.

'I've never felt envious of what my sister has before...'

She'd heard that other sisters often envied each other and fought, but Yuria and Lilia had never experienced that.
Yuria had always loved her sister Lilia, who was six years younger, and Lilia genuinely liked her sister too.
The distance she had put between herself and Yuria had only existed for barely two years.

'What if my sister and I weren't six years apart, but twins of the same age, or even just one year apart?'

Lilia pondered this as she watched Yuria drying her face with a towel.

"Sister."

"Oh, Lilia."

Seeing her sister's gentle smile, Lilia felt complicated emotions toward her.
She was both a rival in love and the second person Lilia loved most in the world.
If she hadn't fallen in love with Theodore, there would have been no reason to feel distance between them.
But neither of them could give up what they wanted.

"After dinner... are you going to train again?"

"Yes, that's the plan."

"I see. Sister, I believe you'll win tomorrow's match, and I'll be cheering for you."

Yuria seemed surprised by Lilia's words, but quickly broke into a happy smile.

"Thank you, Lilia. May I hug you for a moment?"

There was a hint of desperation in Yuria's eyes.

"Yes, of course."

When Lilia gave permission, Yuria happily pulled her into an embrace.
As Lilia slightly lowered her head, her face was buried between her sister's ample breasts, and she couldn't break free from her sister's strong arms. For a ridiculous moment, she wondered if Yuria was trying to suffocate her with those soft, plump breasts.

"I'm sorry, Lilia."

In that position, Yuria apologized to Lilia.
There was a hint of sadness in her voice, and indeed, she was feeling a touch of sorrow.

"You have nothing to be sorry for."

Lilia sensed that Yuria was lamenting the fact that they had become rivals, even though neither wanted to give up their feelings. But it wasn't Yuria's fault.

'And it's not my fault either.'

It wasn't anyone's fault; it was simply the way human hearts created such situations.
Thinking this, Lilia hugged Yuria back.
Due to her smaller frame, she couldn't fully embrace Yuria, but she was already at an age where she was fully functioning as a woman.
Additionally, since she was already over 160cm tall, she could at least return the hug.
Lifting her head, Lilia said:

"Sister, your breasts are annoyingly large."

Lilia's comment was half-joking, half-serious.

"Yes, they're a bit inconvenient."

For Yuria, they were genuinely inconvenient.
Breasts that bounced every time she swung her sword were nothing but a hindrance in battle.
Long hair could at least be used for surprise attacks, but breasts couldn't serve such a purpose.

"I've often thought it would be easier if they were a bit smaller... but I've gotten used to them now."

Many women would be furious with jealousy hearing Yuria's words.
Even to her younger sister Lilia, Yuria's breasts were not only overwhelmingly large but also maintained their shape due to their firmness, making them quite beautiful.

"You know that's annoying too, right?"

"Hehe, does it sound that way?"

When Yuria asked with a loving smile, Lilia thought her sister's face was incredibly beautiful up close.
While it was probably Yuria's personality more than her appearance that had captured Theodore's heart, Lilia thought her looks must have played a significant role as well.

"Yes. But please know that I've never truly hated you."

Lilia's words, though they came after her declaration of rivalry, also revealed that she harbored no ill feelings toward her sister.

"...Yes, Lilia. I'll remember that."

With those final words, Lilia turned away from Yuria after breaking the embrace and went downstairs without another word.
She saw that Theodore had already set the table with clean plates from his spatial storage and was placing various dishes on it.

'I could never do that...'

Watching Theodore cook, Lilia felt sad about her lack of talent in cooking.
It would be a lie to say she hadn't imagined cooking herself and feeding the person she loved.

'If only there was something else... something I could do to help big brother Theodore.'

A moment later, when Yuria came downstairs, Lilia once again realized there was no place for her as she watched the affectionate and close relationship between Theodore and Yuria.
It seemed her fate as a girl in love was simply to watch from the sidelines.

'Still, it's nice to see him like this.'

Lilia smiled, feeling a bit of happiness just from being able to see Theodore's face from such a close distance.

* * *

"Everyone's enjoying the tournament excitement."

The citizens of the Britannia Empire, anticipating the quarterfinals on Sunday, had temporarily forgotten about the truth of the Chosen One and were completely immersed in the festival-like atmosphere.
The main topic of conversation everywhere was who would win in the quarterfinals, and tournament talk was unavoidable no matter where you went.

"The favorite to win is definitely Yuria Arsein, right?"

"They say the Chosen One personally taught his fiancée, and Princess Yuria herself credited her victories to what she learned from the Chosen One."

"They must be spending time together even now."

"Her next match is against Princess Louise... I wonder how well the princess will perform?"

No one was predicting Princess Louise's victory.
But for Princess Louise, there was something more important than winning.

"Even so, I have no intention of losing easily."

Princess Louise had risen to become the top student in the second-year magic department.
It was an achievement she had earned through her own efforts, regardless of her status as a princess, and she took pride in it.
She wanted to show in this match that her efforts were not to be taken lightly.
Before she knew it, she too had become genuinely invested in the tournament.

* * *

A man walking through the streets looked around and muttered:

"Hmm, so the Britannia Empire's royal plan failed, but they managed to salvage the situation like this."

The Suran Empire was also closely watching this situation.
That's why they had dispatched him, their intelligence agent.
He had heard that William Artin, whom the Britannia Empire had presented as the Chosen One, was a fake, and now showed only an ugly appearance after suffering mysterious burns that left him disfigured.
And now that he was confined to a mental ward, the agent thought he would never return to society.

"Helminto... they all look so happy because they don't know about it."

As an intelligence agent of the Suran Empire, he had also heard about the Helminto incident in his home country.
This tournament in the Britannia Empire was nothing short of a festival, a show to demonstrate to the public that the imperial family was not hostile to the Chosen One but rather somewhat cooperative.
But in politics, the show was always important.

'Do they know that they're barely guaranteed safety only because the Chosen One is staying here now?'

Having heard about the terrible disaster caused by the Helmintos in the Suran Empire, the agent smiled bitterly as he watched the citizens of the Britannia Empire, who were oblivious and caught up in the frenzy of excitement.
The seemingly peaceful world was still approaching the apocalyptic crisis as warned by the prophecy.
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What if Theodore Skyroad, or rather Theodore Artin, hadn't been treated that way in the Artin Duchy?

Anyone from the Britannia Empire would have thought about this countless times.
What if he hadn't been treated that way, and thus hadn't run away from home and been adopted into the Skyroad Duchy of the Arkan Empire?

Princess Louise felt herself thinking about this more and more this morning.

'If he hadn't gone to the Arkan Empire... he would have become my fiancé, wouldn't he? Since Father would have chosen him.'

Princess Louise, playing with her long platinum blonde hair, recalled the image of Yuria Arsein with her silver hair even more beautiful than her own.
She was said to be the most beautiful woman in the Arkan Empire, but honestly, she seemed to be the most beautiful in the entire world, not just the Arkan Empire.

As far as she knew, there was no woman in either the Britannia Empire or the Sran Empire who could rival her beauty.

'The Artin Duchy has caused so many complications.'

If the Artin Duchy had fulfilled even the minimal parental role for their eldest son, Theodore Artin, this tournament wouldn't be happening now.
And Yuria Arsein wouldn't have been able to become the fiancée of the Chosen One.

'William Artin has been confined to a mental ward, so he's truly become useless now.'

At this point, even those who harbored grudges against him would lose interest.
If one were to see someone who had lost their limbs, suffered burns all over their body, and been confined to a mental ward, they would find it more satisfying to leave them in that state than to kill them.

Whether Theodore Skyroad harbored such deep resentment toward William Artin was uncertain, but it was clear he had no positive feelings toward him.
One thing was certain: in the current situation, there was no possibility that he would care about someone like William, and since persuading him was impossible, they had to continue cooperating to avoid the worst-case scenario.

'The Artin Duchy will no longer be able to remain a duchy of our Britannia Empire.'

The Artin Duchy had to take responsibility for all of this and be punished.
A significant portion of their assets would be confiscated, and they would also lose their ducal position.
However, the Britannia Imperial Family had discussed whether to kill them all or completely strip them of their noble titles, but it seemed they had decided against going that far.

'Father will certainly not leave the Artin Duchy, which has become useless and committed great sins, unpunished... but there was talk of uncertainty.'

There had been discussions in the imperial family about how to deal with the Artin Duchy, but no nobles opposed it.
Normally, when the imperial family planned severe punishment for a ducal family, other noble families would step forward to defend and oppose it.
Even with a completely justified reason, they would try to secure minimal safety out of fear that they might suffer harm using this as a precedent.
But this time, the situation was different.
Other ducal families and high nobles were united in anger and condemnation of the Artin Duchy because they had lost the Chosen One to a foreign country because of them.

The Artin Duchy would serve as a good example.
And the businesses they owned would be divided among the imperial family and nobles to compensate for the immense losses suffered from losing the Chosen One to a foreign country.
Additionally, they would lose their ducal title and be demoted in rank.

'Reina Artin, now Reina Skyroad—they seem to be paying more attention to her than I expected.'

Princess Louise could easily predict the outcome of the imperial family and nobles' meeting.
But she couldn't attend that meeting herself.
The order she had received from the Emperor was to build as friendly a relationship as possible with Theodore Skyroad and to display it publicly.

"Today's match..."

She would fight with the determination to win, giving her best effort.
That was the approach that would satisfy Yuria Arsein and her fiancé, Theodore Skyroad.
Therefore, Princess Louise tried to maintain her best condition, calmly preparing for today's match and formulating her strategy.

'The advantage of a mage is...'

The ability to employ various unconventional combat tactics.
Of course, mages couldn't escape their habits and patterns either, but Princess Louise thought about Yuria's fighting style.

'Direct attack spells will be difficult to land, and she has no small amount of qi.'

Yuria Arsein would have grown up consuming good medicines since childhood.
Naturally, the energy from those medicines would have spread throughout her body, making her constitution more conducive to accumulating qi.
Of course, Princess Louise had received benefits no worse—if not better—than Yuria, so the amount of magical power she possessed would be slightly superior compared to the amount of qi Yuria possessed.

'But that means...'

That Yuria could easily shake off movement-restricting spells by surrounding herself with qi.
Of course, she would need to be careful, but if she used magic as simply as she would against ordinary monsters, she might end up being the one at a disadvantage.

* * *

Yuria had climbed onto the arena that would once again serve as the stage for today's match, facing her opponent, Princess Louise.

'She's quite pretty.'

As she always felt, Princess Louise's beauty was indeed considerable.
But from Yuria's perspective, that was all there was to it.
She didn't particularly evaluate her own beauty, but whenever she saw her younger sister Lilia, who looked just like her, she thought she was extremely pretty and lovely.

She also objectively understood how others evaluated her.
The reason she had come to study abroad at the Minster Academy in the Britannia Empire was because she disliked having her efforts and skills overshadowed by her beauty, so she wanted to prove her abilities even in a foreign country.

'Now it's the quarterfinals.'

If she won the quarterfinals, she would advance to the semifinals.
To achieve this, she drew her sword and took her stance, determined to win this match.

"Yes! This match is between two students who have proven their skills as much as their beauty!"

The announcer treated Yuria, a duke's daughter from a foreign country, and Princess Louise, the imperial princess of his own country, simply as students.
He might show personal courtesy separately, but this was an official event, and he was faithfully performing his public duty.

"As you all know from the introductions over the past two days, I'll introduce these two students again! Here, student Louise is none other than the Imperial Princess of our Britannia Empire! As the top student in the second year of the Magic Department at Minster Academy, she has risen to the top position through her noble bloodline, outstanding talent, and effort! She has shown excellent sense in her matches so far to reach this point!"

When Princess Louise was introduced, cheers erupted from the audience.
The public was intrigued by Princess Louise's considerable beauty and the story of how she had worked hard to become the top student despite her high status.
They probably felt she was different from those who were arrogant and only received benefits.

'It feels somewhat intentional.'

Yuria had no intention of disparaging Princess Louise's efforts.
Hadn't she also come here to have her own efforts recognized?
But Princess Louise's deliberate display of her achievements wasn't purely for the sake of having her efforts recognized.

'But she's not without the intention to prove her efforts.'

So Yuria decided not to worry about the princess's other circumstances.
Whatever political deals she might be making with Theodore, Yuria wouldn't concern herself with them.

'I just need to fight with all my strength and win.'

There was no need to think about anything else, so Yuria calmed her mind to focus solely on the match.
And Princess Louise also seemed to be composing herself, apparently intending to give her all to win.

"And facing her, student Yuria is..."

The announcer was again droning on with her introduction, but Yuria paid no attention to it.
It wouldn't be much different from the introductions given yesterday and the day before anyway.
Only one phrase was worth focusing on.

"Then, let the match begin!"

The announcement marking the start of the match.

'Keeping distance would be disadvantageous for me.'

And as soon as the match began, Yuria cautiously approached Princess Louise.
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'There's likely a trap.'

Yuria believed that rushing hastily toward Princess Louise would only lead her to fall into the princess's trap and suffer losses. Indeed, the unusual energy surrounding Princess Louise suggested she had prepared in advance.

'I can counter any type of magic.'

Though Yuria was confident in her ability to handle Princess Louise's magic, she had no intention of deliberately falling into her trap. She would secure victory calmly.

* * *

'As expected, it's not easy. She's noticed something.'

Princess Louise observed that Yuria wasn't charging in but approaching cautiously, realizing that Yuria hadn't fallen for her trap. She knew that simply maintaining distance and firing offensive spells wouldn't be enough against Yuria. Such simple tactics would only lead to a humiliating defeat.

'Yuria Arsein, this attack is prepared especially for you.'

Just as Yuria had trained with Theodore's help, Princess Louise had learned techniques for facing sword-wielders like Yuria with assistance from imperial mages. Though she had learned quickly due to her solid fundamentals, her training had been accelerated due to time constraints.

"Wind!"

Using a basic wind spell, Princess Louise recognized that she needed more than just magical pressure to overwhelm Yuria—she needed powerful physical force. If Yuria had charged in, she would have unleashed a prepared magical combination to deal significant damage, but since Yuria had sensed something amiss and kept her distance, that plan had failed. Now she was preparing a different form of attack.

"Hmmph!"

Yuria thrust her sword repeatedly toward Princess Louise. Energy from her blade flew like arrows imbued with piercing power. However, they weren't as powerful as direct sword thrusts, and Princess Louise recognized this attack as merely a distraction.

'I must block it.'

Even if it disrupted her concentration slightly, she had no choice. Yuria's goal wasn't to wound her but to interfere with the combination she was preparing. She would have to accept some disadvantage for now.

"Wind Barrier."

She combined surrounding winds to block the incoming attack midway. After Yuria's arrow-like energy blades dissipated naturally, she repurposed the wind barrier she had created.

"Barrier Crash."

She sent the wind barrier forward to collide with Yuria. This was an application technique that used the Wind Barrier defensively to block an enemy attack, then offensively by propelling it forward. Concerned about creating an opening if she tried to cut through the barrier directly, Yuria chose to dodge.

'She's not charging head-on.'

Princess Louise was disappointed that Yuria hadn't rushed in. If Yuria had gathered energy in her feet and charged with explosive speed, her momentum would have been tremendous, easily shattering the Wind Barrier and allowing her to attack Princess Louise. But secretly, Princess Louise had hoped for exactly that, having prepared several wind-based spells specifically to counter such a charge. She had readied magic to subdue Yuria instantly the moment she attacked.

'Her specialty should be fast and precise attacks...'

Louise had already researched Yuria's combat style, knowing it focused on speed and precision. While she sometimes employed techniques with unexpected angles of attack, Yuria's fighting style fundamentally emphasized speed and accuracy rather than strength-based swordsmanship, typical for female fighters. Today, however, Yuria kept moving in ways that defied Princess Louise's expectations.

'It's as if she predicted how I would respond.'

She must have experience facing mages. But to anticipate her magical pressure tactics so thoroughly suggested someone had helped predict her strategy.

'Theodore Skylord.'

It could be no one else. He was clearly the skilled fighter who had taught Yuria how to counter her.

'It's somewhat unfortunate we can't use the terrain.'

Princess Louise thought she could better demonstrate a mage's strengths by utilizing the surroundings, but the same applied to swordsmen. With their remarkable physical abilities, swordsmen could move like tigers on a mountain, using terrain features in unpredictable ways that mages often struggled to counter.

Regardless, Princess Louise resolved to do her best with what she had.

* * *

'She's prepared quite thoroughly.'

Yuria recognized that Louise's combat approach had been specifically prepared to counter her. Despite their difference in skill, with this level of preparation and information, Princess Louise genuinely had the advantage. Typically, mages could make better use of information about their opponents than swordsmen could.

'But it's as I expected.'

Yuria had anticipated that the princess would prepare specifically to counter her, which is why Theodore had focused yesterday's training on developing her sensitivity to magic. As a result, her ability to detect even minor magical activations had improved, and her heightened magical awareness now allowed her to predict her opponent's moves and respond accordingly. Rather than teaching her specific countermeasures against Princess Louise, Theodore had taught her how to respond to all magical techniques.

"Haaah!"

Yuria extended her sword forward. What appeared to be a simple thrust was actually infused with energy that spiraled forward like a drill, enhancing its penetrating power. But Princess Louise blocked this attack too by manipulating the surrounding wind.

'It's been a while since I've had this kind of tactical battle.'

Yuria felt that this fight—where each anticipated the other's moves—differed from typical swordsman battles that relied heavily on instinct. Though she still depended on her senses to detect and counter magic, this cautious, calculating combat was unusual for swordsmen.

'At this rate, I'll be at a disadvantage.'

But for mages, this was common. Yuria sensed that prolonging the battle wouldn't benefit her. And in this situation, she had the perfect means to break through.

"Sword Combat Technique: Single Point, Single Strike."

Here, Yuria revealed her personal sword technique, different from Owen Lawrence's.

* * *

'A sword technique!'

Princess Louise sensed that Yuria's incoming attack was extraordinary. The concentrated energy emanating from Yuria's thrusting stance felt similar to a mage gathering full power for their strongest spell. In such a situation, the best choice was to counter directly rather than attempt complex defenses. Raising defensive barriers would only result in serious injury.

'If it's a penetrating technique, I'll respond in kind!'

Princess Louise hastily gathered magical power, suffering greater magical loss than if she had prepared calmly, but considered it better than immediate defeat. She prepared a massive wind spear that could potentially deliver impact greater than artillery fire.

Princess Louise launched her full-power attack at Yuria. In this moment, she forgot political considerations and focused purely on winning the match. Yuria likewise unleashed her full power, and their attacks collided midway.

KWAAANG!

As energy and magic collided and exploded, their attacks seemed to cancel each other out. But Princess Louise had designed her attack to continue beyond the initial impact.

'Now's my chance!'

She manipulated the air pressure created by the collision, transforming it into sharp wind blades to directly attack Yuria! Especially now, after launching such a powerful attack, Yuria would be virtually defenseless.

'Victory is mine!'

Believing she had finally won the tactical battle, Princess Louise created the wind blades.
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Yulia was unable to perfectly block the sharp wind blades created by Princess Louise.
Though she swung her sword with qi as much as possible to deflect them, she couldn't counter all the attacks, and small wounds began to appear on her arms and legs.

Most spectators watching this match thought that Yulia Arsein, who had been a strong favorite to win, was being pushed back.

"Cough!"

But that impression was canceled when Princess Louise coughed up blood.

'It's over.'

Theodore had already recognized that this match would end with Yulia's victory.
Princess Louise had thought she could defeat Yulia with her strongest strike followed immediately by attacks using wind blades.
But while Yulia had also delivered her strongest strike, she hadn't committed everything to her sword technique.
The sword technique was merely bait to penetrate Princess Louise's defense and land her attack.

"Shock... wave... I admit my defeat..."

After painfully acknowledging her defeat, Princess Louise collapsed.
Mages specializing in recovery magic who had been standing by rushed to the fallen princess. As they treated Princess Louise, Yulia stopped the bleeding from the wounds on her arms and legs, and when the mages approached to cast healing magic on her injuries, she gently shook her head in refusal.

"And the winner of this match is student Yulia Arsein!"

As the announcer declared her victory, Yulia sheathed her sword and slightly bowed her head toward Princess Louise, showing respect.
The crowd cheered enthusiastically at her display of courtesy toward her opponent despite winning the match.

"Oh, amazing!"

"So this kind of fighting is possible too!"

"Princess Louise also fought brilliantly!"

Amidst those cheers, when Yulia came down from the arena, Theodore left the stands and instantly moved to where she was.

"You won. Congratulations. Now you're in the semifinals, right?"

"Yes. Just a little more to go."

Theodore congratulated her on her victory rather than mentioning her wounds.
He knew well that she would prefer being congratulated on her victory as a warrior rather than being overprotected with concerns about her injuries.

"Now let me treat those wounds. You have a match tomorrow, so you need to be in perfect condition."

Speaking this way about her injuries, Theodore treated Yulia's wounds.
Seeing the blade cuts on her snow-white skin made him excessively concerned.
Though such wounds were nothing serious and could be easily treated, the fact that her body was injured weighed heavily on his mind.

"Yes, please."

Yulia didn't refuse Theodore's treatment, as there was no need to leave the wounds untreated.
Theodore used healing magic to completely remove all traces of the cuts on her arms and legs, and then wiped away the bloodstains where her wounds had been.

"Anyway, good job today."

"Yes! I just need to win two more matches to become champion, so I'm already halfway there."

As she said this, Yulia looked toward the spectator stands.
In the stands, her father and mother, the Duke and Duchess of Arsein, along with her younger sister Lillia and her friend Ashley, were getting up from their seats to come down.
Theodore had rushed down quickly to treat Yulia's wounds as soon as possible and hadn't been able to bring them along.

"Yulia, I'll bring your parents."

"Yes."

As Yulia nodded and smiled slightly, Theodore used spatial movement to appear before the Duke and Duchess of Arsein, Lillia, and Ashley.

"Young man, how could you leave us behind and rush off alone? Ugh?!"

The Duke of Arsein, who was just about to descend the stairs, lightly scolded Theodore but was pinched in the side by the Duchess.
After silencing her husband by pinching his side, the Duchess of Arsein asked Theodore with a gentle smile.

"Theodore, you rushed there because you were worried about Yulia's injuries, right?"

"Yes."

The Duchess of Arsein gave Theodore an appreciative look at his answer.
She seemed satisfied seeing that Theodore had immediately moved to treat her daughter as soon as the match ended, after seeing her injured.
It confirmed how much he treasured her daughter.

"Ahem."

The Duke of Arsein also cleared his throat at this.
In truth, he too had wanted to rush to his daughter after seeing her injured, so he had lightly scolded Theodore for going ahead, but he knew that it was better for his daughter that Theodore went instead of himself.
Only Theodore could quickly heal his daughter's wounds.

"Yulia is waiting, so please take my hand so we can go quickly."

At those words, Lillia approached and took Theodore's hand.

"Is this okay?"

Saying this with a bright smile, Lillia seemed happy to be holding Theodore's hand directly.
Unfortunately for Lillia, Theodore's feelings toward her remained unchanged.
Before and now, she was just Yulia's younger sister to him.

"Yes."

Answering briefly without engaging her further, Theodore watched as the Duke of Arsein looked at Lillia with somewhat complicated feelings before taking his daughter's small hand.
The Duchess of Arsein took the Duke's hand, and Ashley took the Duchess's hand, connecting everyone.

Theodore then used spatial movement to instantly transport them all to where Yulia was waiting.

* * *

"Yulia! Are you okay? Are all your wounds healed? Does anything hurt?"

The first to rush to Yulia and examine her wounds was her friend Ashley.
Yulia awkwardly smiled as Ashley grabbed her arms and carefully inspected the areas where wounds had been.

"I-I'm fine, Ashley. Theodore already healed everything."

"Still, you never know! Theodore might have missed something, so as your best friend, I'll check thoroughly!"

"R-really, I'm fine..."

"No! What if our beautiful Yulia's skin gets scarred?"

Though Yulia felt awkward about Ashley speaking as if she had been assigned some important duty, she couldn't help but smile at her words.
Her best friend Ashley's reactions were consistent, both in the past and now.
In fact, if Ashley hadn't shown such an excessive reaction, Yulia would have worried that something was wrong with her.

"Sigh..."

The Duke of Arsein seemed somewhat disappointed.
Having been beaten to the punch by Ashley, he had wanted to ask his daughter if she was alright, but her friend had already attached herself to Yulia and was asking all the questions he should have asked, making him feel pushed aside.
In contrast, the Duchess of Arsein was looking at her daughter with pride that she had such a deeply caring friend, while also examining her to make sure no wounds remained.

Yulia felt her parents' gaze, but instead of saying anything, she simply made eye contact with them, which served as a direct response.
After this silent greeting with her parents, her gaze turned to Lillia.
Anyone would have felt sorry seeing Lillia reluctantly letting go of Theodore's hand as if she didn't want to.

She was forcing herself to let go, knowing that Theodore would dislike it if she continued holding his hand, but in the process of releasing Theodore's hand, Lillia was trembling as if she had a hand tremor.

"We should move to somewhere less crowded."

Theodore said this while looking at the journalists scattered throughout the arena.
Not only were there journalists from the Britannia Empire, but also from the Sran Empire and even their homeland, the Arkan Empire.
Today's match between Yulia and Princess Louise had attracted particularly significant attention compared to other matches.

'And today the semifinals will be decided.'

The narrowing down to the semifinals meant that the championship candidates had been reduced to four.
The Arkan Empire would especially be expecting Yulia to win, while the Britannia Empire had already given up on having one of their own citizens win and was focusing only on showcasing their favorable relationship with Theodore, the Chosen One.

"The journalists can take pictures and write articles as they please, but it looks like they're moving in for interviews, so we should leave quickly."

Yulia agreed with Theodore's suggestion.

"Yes, that's right. Dad, Mom, Lillia, and Ashley. I'm sorry, but there's somewhere I'd like to go with Theodore first."
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Hearing Yuria's words, Ashley asked with a puzzled expression.

"What do you mean you have somewhere to go? Are you in a hurry for sex? Trying to have sex with Lord Theodore since daybreak... *cough cough*! I-I'm sorry! Let me go!"

Yuria smiled slightly at her friend who teased her without shame, while simultaneously wrapping an arm around her neck to extract an apology.

"Is it somewhere important?"

The Duchess of Arsein asked, looking at Yuria.
Her question implied whether it was important enough to leave right now.

"It's not so much that it's very important, but rather a situation that can't wait."

Hearing Yuria's answer, the Duchess of Arsein nodded in understanding.

"I see. I thought as much."

As expected of a mother, she immediately understood what Yuria meant.
She seemed to have an idea of whom Yuria was going to meet.

"Well then, off you go."

With the Duchess of Arsein's permission granted, it was as good as everyone's approval.
The Duchess felt at ease when Theodore was by Yuria's side, which allowed her to permit Yuria's freedom of movement in various ways.

"Theodore, please take good care of my daughter today as well."

"Yes, I understand."

Theodore immediately responded to the Duchess of Arsein's words while taking Yuria's hand.
Yuria also sensed reporters approaching, and felt it would be wise to leave quickly to avoid wasting time with interviews.

"Then I'll be going with Yuria for a while."

With that, Theodore and Yuria promptly left and teleported away.
Even without Yuria saying anything, Theodore had already figured out where she wanted to go.

It was the emergency infirmary set up near the arena.
This was a temporary place where students severely injured during matches could receive emergency treatment and rest without having to travel far, and on one of the beds lay a woman.

"This is unexpected."

The platinum-blonde woman lying on the bed, Princess Louise, spoke as she saw Theodore and Yuria visiting her.

"I thought Princess Yuria would be enjoying the joy of victory by now... What brings you here?"

Princess Louise had lost in her duel with Yuria, but she didn't seem particularly bitter about her defeat.
Losing in a battle of magic was quite shocking to her, yet it also seemed to have made it easier for her to accept the defeat.

"Has the internal injury from my shock wave healed completely?"

Yuria first asked about the loser's recovery.
Her final attack had been a shock wave that had secretly penetrated Princess Louise's body, wreaking havoc on her insides.

"Yes, but they told me I should rest for a while, so I'm resting here alone in this room."

Princess Louise said this without asking Yuria to leave.
Normally, anyone in such a situation would say they needed rest and ask to talk later if it wasn't urgent.
But Princess Louise seemed quite pleased to continue the conversation.

'It must be because of Theo.'

Yuria looked at Theodore, who was standing quietly beside her.
Of course, it wasn't because of any relationship with Yuria herself.
Her attitude was entirely due to her desire to maintain a good relationship with Theodore Skyroad, the Chosen One.
After all, the main purpose of this tournament was to publicly demonstrate the friendly relationship between the Britannia Imperial Family and the Chosen One.

"I'll wait outside while you two talk."

"Yes, thank you."

Theodore noticed that Yuria wanted to speak with Princess Louise alone and stepped outside.
Now only Yuria and Princess Louise remained in the infirmary.

"Princess Louise, I came to ask you something."

Princess Louise smiled gracefully at Yuria's statement and asked.

"Yes, what is it?"

"What do you think about the crisis facing this world?"

"Crisis... you mean the end of the world?"

"Yes."

Yuria recalled the prophecy of the end that was known to the world.
A prophecy that had drawn attention not only from the Britannia Empire but also from the Suran Empire and the Arkan Empire.
However, overshadowed by the presence of the Chosen One who would save the world from destruction, the public showed little interest in who had made the prophecy.

And the one who had made that prophecy no longer existed in this world.

"Saint Seraphia. I heard she met a mysterious death seven years after making her prophecy. I thought Princess Louise might know something about it."

"Me? You're having strange thoughts instead of enjoying your victory. How would I know?"

"Well, because Saint Seraphia was your aunt."

At Yuria's words, Princess Louise's lips closed momentarily.
She seemed to have mixed feelings, but soon let out a small sigh.

"You're quite cunning for someone who appeared gentle and straightforward, approaching me when my mind is troubled. Princess Yuria."

"I'll take that as a compliment."

"No, it wasn't meant as one..."

"It doesn't matter. How I interpret it is up to me."

Princess Louise shook her head slightly at those words.

"I think I see a bit of Lord Theodore in you. Sigh, they say lovers grow to resemble each other, and it seems that saying is true."

From Princess Louise's response, Yuria realized that approaching her now, after the match was decided, was indeed the best choice.
They had formed a connection after a fierce battle where they had assessed each other's abilities, and Yuria had emerged victorious.
Of course, this connection formed through competition wouldn't last long, and despite trying to remain calm, the unsettling feeling of defeat was still affecting Princess Louise's state of mind.
If not now, she would likely not answer properly.

"Well, I suppose you calculated my psychological state too. I'll answer your question."

That's why Princess Louise decided to answer Yuria's question.

"First of all, Saint Seraphia was indeed my aunt, but we weren't close. No, she wasn't close with my mother either."

This was a story from Princess Louise's very early childhood.
She was about six years old at the time, and at that age, she wasn't able to think about complex matters.
But she could tell that her mother was quite wary of her sister, Saint Seraphia.

"As some people already know, Saint Seraphia was born as the eldest daughter in my mother's marquis family, but she was the result of a one-night affair between my grandfather and some unknown wandering woman. Naturally, being nothing more than an illegitimate child, she wasn't treated well."

It was unclear exactly how she was treated, but everyone probably hated her.
Princess Louise's mother, though a younger sister, was born legitimate and thus received special treatment, even rising to become the Empress of the Britannia Empire.
And while she had several children besides Princess Louise, the only royal Yuria could speak to like this was Princess Louise, who had the status of an academy student.

"What you want to know is whether Saint Seraphia, who prophesied about the Chosen One, left any other messages, right?"

"Yes."

The reason Yuria had come to question Princess Louise was actually due to a change in her feelings after yesterday's events.
She kept feeling an unfounded anxiety that her beloved younger sister, Lillia, might somehow be connected to the prophecy.
She kept remembering the warmth of Lillia's body as she had fallen into her arms, declaring that she wouldn't give up on Theodore even if he never loved her in return.
And with that came the worry that if she remained idle, Lillia might leave forever.

"I heard that you spent quite a bit of time with Saint Seraphia."

"That was because I was young then. And I don't really remember any notable conversations. I'm afraid I can't give you the answer you want since it was from my childhood and a long time ago. At that time, I was merely kept in close proximity to Saint Seraphia for political purposes, to showcase the good relationship between her and the Britannia Imperial Family."

Of course, that wouldn't have been Princess Louise's intention.
She was too young then to make such calculations, so it must have been the Emperor and Empress's intention.

"If you don't remember... that means there might have been something?"

"Yes. Saint Seraphia, with her prophetic abilities, did share various things. Even if she shared an important prophecy at the time, I might have just listened half-heartedly and don't remember it now. Besides, she probably only made casual remarks and wouldn't have shared anything important with a child."

"Excuse me for a moment. I need to talk to Theo."
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Yuria stepped out of the hospital room.
Seeing Theodore standing quietly outside waiting while she had been talking with Princess Louise, she smiled and called out to him.

"Theo."

"Yuria, it seems your conversation isn't over yet. Is there something you need help with?"

At Theodore's words, Yuria smiled and asked.

"I see you didn't listen in on our conversation this time either?"

"I didn't. It was your private conversation, after all."

Theodore's hand gently caressed Yuria's cheek.
Yuria felt an impulse to throw herself into Theodore's arms at his touch.
She even found herself thinking how nice it would be if his hands would roughly knead not just her breasts and buttocks, but also her crotch while she was wearing these black leather hot pants.

'I think I've become quite strange lately...'

Although she had punished Ashley by wrapping an arm around her neck when she mentioned it, Yuria had to admit she was slightly tempted by the suggestion.
However, now wasn't the time to focus on such things, so Yuria forcibly suppressed her impulses and asked.

"Theo, I need your help."

"Tell me. Whatever you need, I'll help you in any way I can."

Theodore's words were sincere.
He truly would do whatever he could to help with anything she needed or asked for.
In Yuria's opinion, this matter would benefit not just her but Theodore as well, but it was clear he would eagerly help even if it were solely for her sake.

"Theo, actually... I wasn't sure if I should mention it since it might just be my own anxiety... but I think I need to tell you now."

"If that's how you feel, I'd like you to tell me now."

"Yes."

Theodore would listen attentively even if what she said sounded strange.
Sensing this, Yuria spoke with a calmer mind about the anxiety she was feeling.

"Something feels strange. Like a feeling that I absolutely must do something about it."

"I thought so. There was something in your expression that seemed off. Though you looked uncertain, as if trying to dismiss it as something trivial."

"...Yes."

"Explain it in detail. Once I hear everything, I can decide how we should act."

"Yes, actually..."

Yuria told Theodore about the anxiety she was feeling.
She confessed her worry that her beloved younger sister Lilia might be connected to the prophecy.
She also mentioned that Princess Louise was the niece of Saint Seraphia who had prophesied about the chosen one, and that Louise had frequently met with Saint Seraphia during her childhood. Yuria thought that now, having built some rapport with the princess during their match, might be their only opportunity.

"Hmm, I see."

Yuria sensed something unusual in Theodore's attitude.

"Theo? Do you have some idea about this?"

"I'm not certain either. I just have a feeling about it."

Theodore slowly moved his hand from caressing Yuria's cheek downward.
His hand lightly traced past her neck to her shoulder, then gradually moved lower, brushing over Yuria's voluptuous breasts before coming to rest at her waist.

"The help you need is probably to uncover what Princess Louise can't remember clearly from her childhood, right?"

"Yes. I thought you might have a way to do it."

Yuria didn't have any concrete evidence either, but she had come to ask because she thought Theodore's versatile abilities might offer some solution.
And as Yuria had expected, Theodore nodded.

"As you guessed, there is a way."

"What kind of method?"

"Humans are quite fascinating. Even if they don't consciously remember, they unconsciously store all information from their surroundings."

"Is that so?"

"Yes. It's just that only a tiny minority of people like me can process that amount of information, so most people are conditioned to only recall highly condensed information. If we can draw up information from the deep subconscious and directly examine what's stored there, it's possible."

As Yuria was about to ask about this ability, Theodore spoke first with a gentle smile.
He mentioned that he was among the tiny minority of humans who could process all that information, but it didn't come across as boastful.
He stated it so naturally, as if it were an obvious fact, that Yuria might have missed it if she hadn't been listening carefully.

"Let's go in together. I'll check and make it possible for you to see as well."

"Alright."

Though Yuria wasn't sure how it would work, she nodded at Theodore's assurance that he would make it easy for her to see too.
She assumed he would check the information and then display it in some visual form for her to see.
With Theodore's hand still resting on her waist, they re-entered the hospital room together.

"There was no need to flaunt your passionate affection like that."

Despite Princess Louise's comment, Yuria noticed her own embarrassment had diminished, and she realized she was gradually losing her sense of shame about displaying such affection with Theodore in front of others.
In a way, it showed the results of her determination and efforts, but it still felt somewhat strange.

'That's not what's important right now.'

Since that wasn't the important issue at the moment, Yuria simply replied in a calm tone.

"This is just our normal behavior, not a display."

At Yuria's words, Princess Louise briefly made an expression that seemed to ask "Really?", but Yuria decided not to worry about that either.

"Princess Louise, may I have your permission to check what you cannot remember?"

This time Theodore stepped forward instead of Yuria and made the request to Princess Louise.
When he made the request, the princess looked at him and asked.

"What kind of checking are you referring to?"

"I intend to draw up information from your deep subconscious about conversations you had with Saint Seraphia during your childhood."

"...If you're drawing information from my subconscious, does that mean you, Lord Theodore, will directly see all of my childhood memories?"

"That would be correct."

Princess Louise appeared somewhat reluctant.
It was understandable. Anyone would be hesitant to allow someone to see the carefully hidden parts of their memories.
Especially someone with many secrets.

"Please remember your promise to cooperate for the sake of saving the world."

Theodore chose to remind her of their existing agreement rather than proposing a new deal.
Princess Louise sighed at Theodore's words.

"Haah~ I thought I would just need to answer some simple questions... this has become more complicated than I expected."

Though Princess Louise sighed, Yuria felt that her sigh seemed deliberate.
Her true feelings probably involved happiness at securing an opportunity to publicly demonstrate her cooperation with Theodore.
However, Princess Louise maintained her poker face and didn't readily reveal her intentions, even if they were somewhat transparent.

"Then I'll entrust this to you. I believe Lord Theodore will keep his promise to us."

Though she said she believed him, this too was just a diplomatic way of speaking.
In reality, her statement was a politely rephrased version of "Make sure you keep your promise."

"I will do so."

As Theodore nodded, clearly understanding the implication, Yuria wondered if she had caused him too much trouble.
Perhaps sensing her gaze, Theodore smiled and said.

"Yuria, don't worry. Thanks to you, we might have found a clue I've been missing."

Theodore's words seemed genuinely sincere, not just comforting.

"Something you've been missing?"

"Yes. I'll need to confirm the details myself now."

After saying this, Theodore turned his gaze to Princess Louise.
Looking at her as she sat up in the hospital bed, Theodore said.

"I will now extract information from your deep subconscious."

"It won't hurt, will it?"

"Your head will feel somewhat dizzy, so yes, it will hurt."

"...You're not very considerate."

"I'm simply not lying."

Theodore's stiff tone suggested he had little concern about whether the princess would experience pain.
It showed that this was merely a business transaction without even a hint of goodwill.
In contrast, his hand remained lightly placed on Yuria's waist, which made her feel satisfied that it emphasized his special feelings toward her.

"Then I'll begin."
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Theodore's hand lifted slightly, and Princess Louise closed her eyes.

"Hmm."

Theodore was concentrating as if trying to figure something out, and Yuria watched his profile while thinking.

*What exactly did Theo miss?*

If he described it as something he missed, it must be important, but she wondered what it could be.
A quiet silence followed for about three minutes.

"So this is it."

When Theodore finally spoke, seemingly finished examining Princess Louise's deep memories, the princess clutched her head.

"Ugh!"

She staggered as if quite dizzy, and only after shaking her head several times did she regain her composure.
Once she had recovered, Theodore expressed his gratitude.

"Princess Louise, thanks to you, I've obtained the information I needed. I won't forget this cooperation."

Theodore's words implied that he would remember her cooperation and publicly promote their friendly relationship as she desired.
Princess Louise smiled slightly at his words.

"It was worth the effort."

"Then we'll be going now. Yuria, let's go."

Before even hearing Princess Louise's farewell, Theodore took Yuria's hand and teleported with her.
The place he transported them to was the bedroom on the second floor of their lodging.

Though they had come here to view information, Yuria couldn't help having suggestive thoughts upon seeing the bed and quickly tried to erase them.
Now wasn't the time for that.
First, Theodore needed to show her the information from Princess Louise's deep memories.

"Theo, are you going to show me now?"

"That's the plan."

Yuria thought Theodore's gaze seemed somewhat peculiar.
He looked at her lovingly but also as if he found himself slightly absurd.

"I'll summarize the important parts. Since it's better to recreate the actual place rather than just showing a video, lie down on the bed for a moment."

"Lie down on the bed?"

"Yes. I'll show you through a dream. I'll create the place within your mental world."

"Alright, I understand."

She had no choice then.
Thinking this, Yuria lay down modestly on the bed, but her body involuntarily twitched as she recalled the passionate lovemaking she had shared with Theodore here just this morning.

As she lay down and closed her eyes slightly, she felt Theodore's hand rest on her thigh.
His hand slowly caressing her thigh didn't seem related to showing Princess Louise's memories, but Yuria found herself hoping his hand would move higher and touch her intimate place through her pants.
So she remained still without saying anything.
But Theodore's hand soon left her thigh, leaving her slightly disappointed.

"Let's begin."

Saying this, Theodore lightly kissed her lips and caressed her cheek, making Yuria smile slightly.

"Yes."

Smiling as she felt his love and her love for him, Yuria soon felt as if she were being pulled into something.

"Where is this?"

Yuria realized she was no longer lying on the bed but standing somewhere.

"This is inside your mental world. Of course, I'm creating this environment based on Princess Louise's memories. It will feel like you've actually entered the scene rather than just watching it."

Theodore appeared beside her and explained.
Yuria looked around curiously before asking.

"Theo, is there an important clue here?"

"Yes. Look over there."

Yuria quickly realized this was a villa prepared for Princess Louise of the Britannia Empire.
In the garden, a young Princess Louise wearing a little girl's dress could be seen laughing cheerfully.
Though she was now a political monster with dark intentions who only considered political gain, she seemed to have been pure at this age.
She appeared to be only five or six years old, certainly an age of innocence.

"Louise, you need to calm down."

A beautiful woman with dazzling platinum blonde hair and purple eyes appeared.
It was Saintess Seraphia, the half-sister of Louise's mother and also her aunt.

"Yes, Saintess!"

"Hehe, I told you that you can just call me auntie."

"But Saintess sounds more impressive!"

Princess Louise, smiling brightly, and Saintess Seraphia seemed to have an unexpectedly good relationship.
Though for the current Princess Louise this was merely a childhood memory, the young Louise apparently followed Saintess Seraphia quite well.
She was unknowingly creating the perfect propaganda image for the Britannia Empire's royal family to showcase their good relationship with the Saintess.

*What important conversation could possibly happen here?*

Yuria couldn't imagine what conversation important enough for Theodore to select this scene could occur in this atmosphere.
But the fact that he specifically chose this scene meant there must be something significant.

And Yuria's question was soon answered.

"Sorry to interrupt your pleasant conversation."

A voice that sounded somehow altered was heard, and a man appeared, completely covered in white armor with a white helmet and mask that concealed not only his face but even his hair.
The only way to tell he was male was his very tall stature and the fact that, despite being altered, the voice itself was masculine.

Princess Louise looked at him with curiosity but showed no wariness.
She apparently wasn't seeing him for the first time.
Seraphia also seemed acquainted with him as she greeted him with a smile.

"Welcome. Would you like some tea?"

"I'll decline since it would be troublesome to drink with this mask on."

"Hehe, then why not remove the mask? I already know your face anyway, so is there really any need to hide it?"

"Unnecessary meddling. I'll remove it soon enough, but that's not what's important right now. I came here today to leave a message, just in case."

"A message?"

Seraphia looked at the masked man in white armor with a puzzled expression.

"You came here to leave a message?"

"Yes. But you're not the one who will store this message."

The white-armored man's gaze turned to Princess Louise.

"For Louise?"

Even Seraphia seemed slightly taken aback, as if she hadn't expected this.

"She won't consciously remember it herself, but The Chosen One will surely reach this place. So I need to plant a message in preparation for that time."

Yuria realized from the man's words that Princess Louise wouldn't remember what happened on this day.
She would serve as storage for this message without remembering it herself.
And the intended recipient of this message would be Theodore.

"Theodore Skyroad."

When the man spoke Theodore's name, Yuria turned to Theodore in momentary confusion.

*What's going on?*

Princess Louise in the scene appeared to be five or six years old. At that time, Theodore was still Theodore Artin, suffering terrible treatment in House Artin.
The name Theodore Skyroad shouldn't even have existed then, so no one should have known that name.

"By the time you see this memory, I will no longer exist, but you already know a lot about me."

The man's words made Yuria wonder if he might have prophetic abilities.

Of course, prophecies weren't absolute; they merely revealed possibilities.
The prophecy about The Chosen One also revealed that while the world would face an apocalypse, there existed a unique being who could prevent it.
But Yuria felt something strange about simply considering this man a prophet.
She felt an inexplicable familiarity with him.

*Have I seen him somewhere before?*

She even suspected she might have seen him before.

"If I delivered this to you directly, it would clearly have negative consequences, so I'll convey it through this method."

As the man said this, he removed his mask, and Yuria was genuinely shocked by the face revealed.
The unmasked man's face was exquisitely handsome.
But astonishingly, his face was identical to Theodore's.

"This is about Yuria Arsein, Lilia Arsein, and Judith Skyroad."

And Yuria felt tension rising as she heard not only the name of Theodore's sister Judith but also her own name and that of her younger sister Lilia.
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"The fact that you've reached this place means you already hold Yuria Arsein dear."

A man who looked exactly like Theodore spoke.
Yuria knew that Theodore had only recently come to love her.
Yet this man, who appeared to be from about 15 years ago, spoke as if he already knew Theodore would come to love her.

'Is he really a prophet? But what about that appearance identical to Theo?'

While William Artin, Theodore's twin, looked nearly identical to him, there were still quite a few differences if one looked carefully.
But this man's features were so identical to Theodore's that it was impossible to find any differences.

"As already known to the world through Seraphia's prophecy here, this world is moving toward its end. You can sense that threat of doom yourself, and you'll handle it well on your own, so there's no need to elaborate on that—let's get straight to the point."

Theodore was also listening carefully to the man's words.

"Yuria Arsein and Lillia Arsein are beings born with the blessing of this world. Unimaginable dangers will come to them in the future."

At the man's words, Theodore muttered.

"A blessing..."

He seemed to have realized something, but Yuria couldn't understand what kind of blessing she and Lillia had received from the world.
She didn't have overwhelming talent like Theodore, nor did she possess any special power that could save the world.
She just felt like her intuition had improved somewhat, but this was a sensation she had only recently experienced, so it was difficult to describe.
She wasn't even sure if this power was permanent.

"And by the time you're hearing my words now, you probably already know that Judy is the saint who will succeed Seraphia here. Even without the power of prophecy like Seraphia, she will be targeted and endangered simply for being a saint, so be careful."

The man's words seemed to Yuria to be missing some important information.
However, Theodore appeared to understand what he meant.

"So that's how it was. The story continues."

Just as Theodore indicated his understanding, coincidentally, the man continued.

"You probably understand everything I'm saying, but I'll tell you again just in case. If an enemy greater than the upper Helminths appears, they will target Yuria Arsein first, then Lillia Arsein and Judith Skyroad."

After this scene, the surroundings changed briefly.

"Theo, is this...?"

Looking at the people in this place, Yuria could see a young Theodore who appeared to be about 10 years old.

"Yes, this one is my memory. I figured only I would understand if you just saw that memory, so I included this too."

Theodore spoke as if it were nothing, but Yuria felt that the young Theodore looked so different from how he was now.
His appearance was that of a young boy, as expected of Theodore's past self, but in stark contrast to his current confident self, he exuded a dark aura.
Resentment toward the world itself was visible in his eyes, and his venomous demeanor made it hard to believe he was the same person as the Theodore of today.

'The Duke and Duchess of Artin...'

Seeing the results of the crimes committed by that couple, Yuria felt relieved looking at Theodore as he was now.
He had been able to overcome the pain of that time.
And he had probably been able to overcome that pain because he had found a new family in the Skyroad ducal household.

"The energy of Helminths..."

The young Theodore—who at that time had the name Theodore—muttered as he sensed something and moved quickly.

"Ugh! Block it!"

"Protect the Duke!"

The sounds of fierce battle could be heard.
Knights could be seen fighting against strange monsters.

'That knight order?!'

Yuria immediately recognized the identity of the fighting knights from the emblems engraved on their armor.
They were knights of the Skyroad ducal family!
Moreover, judging by the command to protect the Duke, it seemed the Duke of Skyroad was present.
And indeed, Yuria could easily spot him gritting his teeth in the background.

"Urgh!"

The knights of House Skyroad were desperately slashing at hideous monsters with their swords.
But the battle was not flowing in their favor.

"Kieeek!"

Looking at the monsters with insect-like forms, Theodore clicked his tongue and said:

"Even deploying mutants, they're making quite a scene."

The knights were blocking attacks from monsters whose arms had transformed into blades, and counterattacking.
A handsome man with gray hair and black eyes was watching the scene with a smirk.
Seeing this, Yuria realized that he was the mastermind controlling these monsters.

'That man is controlling those monsters!'

Seeing him, Yuria felt the urge to cut him down.
She knew this was just a past memory, but seeing those creatures attacking House Skyroad made her blood boil.

"Hehe, Duke Skyroad. Why don't you just die quietly now?"

The gray-haired man was smiling leisurely as he watched House Skyroad gradually being cornered.
Then Yuria noticed Theodore suddenly rushing forward, realizing he had joined the fight.

"Gah!"

The gray-haired man spat blood.
An invisible force had penetrated his body, creating a large hole.

"You're the one who should die quietly."

Theodore said coldly as he prepared to attack the bleeding gray-haired man to finish him off.
He had formed the energy he drew out into the shape of a sword and swung it.
He seemed intent on cutting this man to pieces.
With such a severe injury piercing his body, the man appeared to have no way to avoid this attack.
However, the gray-haired man suddenly transformed into a hideous monster with sharp insect-like legs protruding from various parts of his body and took Theodore's attack head-on.

"So he was a monster too!"

Theodore spoke with interest to the gray-haired man who had transformed into a bizarre monster.

"You're quite comfortable in that form, aren't you?"

"Hehehe, this is merely my form in the midst of evolution, my adversary."

"Stop talking with such pretense. You're going to die anyway..."

"Yes, I will die. But this Creed is merely an avatar. As long as my main body exists, another me can appear anytime, so I can die in peace."

Seeming to understand what the monster called Creed was trying to do, Theodore quickly moved his hands in various directions, spreading a barrier made of energy.
After taking some measures, Creed, surrounded by the barrier, rose high into the sky.

KABOOM!!!

A huge explosion was heard.
He had sacrificed himself to self-destruct in mid-air.

"Kieeek?!"

The monsters fighting Duke Skyroad seemed confused after losing their command structure, but their confusion didn't last long.
Theodore used a power that made time flow at 1/1000 of its normal speed, then moved quickly to cut down all the monsters.

"My goodness."

"These monsters, in an instant!"

Theodore turned to leave, showing no interest in the surprised reactions of House Skyroad's knights.

"Your Grace, it's still dangerous!"

"Enough! Are you saying we can't even thank the one who saved us?"

At that moment, Duke Skyroad was seen approaching Theodore, brushing aside his knights' restraints.
Having nearly died at the hands of unimaginable monsters and then being saved by an unknown boy, he offered his thanks.

"Thank you so much."

"Yeah, I'm glad you didn't die too, mister."

"Yes, I survived thanks to you. Thank you very much."

Duke Skyroad thanked him again and asked with a gentle smile:

"What's your name?"

Theodore answered impertinently and asked back:

"Why do you want to know?"

"I want to express my gratitude for saving my life. Could you perhaps tell me where you're staying?"

"I don't have one."

"Pardon?"

"I said I don't have such a thing."

Theodore said with empty eyes.
Unable to find his reason for existence, filled with despair, sorrow, resentment, and hatred—Duke Skyroad seemed to notice this and asked with a surprised expression:

"Then are you living alone?"

"Yes. I'm wandering here and there."

At Theodore's answer, the present Theodore smiled bitterly and said:

"Pay close attention from now on, Yuria. The truly important scene is about to come."
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Theodore turned around. He was about to leave now.

"Where are you going?"

"I don't know. Just going to walk somewhere, anywhere."

Duke Skyroad asked Theodore, who had no particular destination in mind.

"Then how about coming to our house?"

At Duke Skyroad's invitation, Theodore looked at him with bewilderment and asked.

"Sir, are you serious?"

Theodore was staring at Duke Skyroad with an expression of disbelief.
Being a young boy, unlike the current Theodore, he couldn't completely hide his expressions, so his emotions were easily visible on his face.

"Yes, I'm serious. What do you think? Will you come to our house?"

"...What would I do there?"

Theodore asked what Duke Skyroad expected him to do at the Skyroad estate.

"Hmm, well. Would you consider being adopted?"

"Adoption? Me by you?"

"Yes. If you have nowhere to go, let's have you stay with us."

Even for Duke Skyroad, it must have felt strange to make such an offer.
As a man with a daughter, he must have been concerned about the dark atmosphere surrounding the boy who had saved his life.
Such a young boy had saved his life, but the aura emanating from him kept lingering in his mind.
Yuria thought that must be the case.

It was then.

'What's this?'

Yuria noticed that the movements of Duke Skyroad's knights, who were about to say something, had all stopped.
Beyond just stopping, everything except Theodore and Duke Skyroad had frozen—even the birds flying in the sky appeared to be suspended in mid-air. She recognized the nature of this power.

'They're not frozen. Time is flowing more slowly!'

As far as she knew, only Theodore could use this power.
So in this past memory, was it Theodore who was using it?
Had he used this power again, just like when he dealt with those monsters earlier?

'No.'

It wasn't Theodore.
He too was looking around, and judging by that, unlike before, this power didn't seem to be his doing.

A man wearing white armor, looking exactly like the current Theodore, appeared with a smile.

"This power... is it your doing?"

When Duke Skyroad asked, the man nodded.

"Yes, it is."

After answering, he bowed his head slightly.

"I apologize for startling you. But I had no choice but to communicate this way because time is short."

Sensing that the man harbored no hostility and was merely trying to convey something, Duke Skyroad nodded.

"I assume you've come to deliver important news?"

He seemed to have quickly determined that this man had no intention of harming him.
Logically, if someone with such power wanted to harm him, they could have done so easily, so there would be no need for such an elaborate performance.

"Yes, let me introduce myself first. I am Theodore Skyroad. I come from a world with a different history than this one."

"Skyroad?"

Yuria watched with bated breath as Duke Skyroad expressed his doubt.
As Theodore had said, this was truly important information.

"Yes, and I'm also the real Chosen One."

Theodore interrupted his words.

"You're me from the future. No, since you've come here directly to intervene, you must be me from a future with a different history?"

"That's right."

Future Theodore nodded at Theodore's words.
Watching this, Duke Skyroad said:

"Judging by your name, it seems you were adopted into our family?"

"Yes, Father."

Future Theodore called Duke Skyroad "Father."

"But since this moment is a critical turning point, I had no choice but to intervene. If things continue as they are, the world will be as good as finished."

"A critical turning point?"

Future Theodore looked at Theodore and Duke Skyroad in turn before speaking.

"There's no need for a long explanation, so I'll get straight to the point. First, originally in this situation, I initially refused Father's offer."

Theodore nodded at those words.
It seemed he had no intention of immediately accepting Duke Skyroad's proposal.

"But that became a decision I would deeply regret. If I had been adopted into the Skyroad family earlier, I could have suppressed the movements of the Helminths who seek to bring about the end of this world."

"Helminths, are those monsters perhaps Helminths?"

"Yes. The details are already known to my current self in this timeline, so you can hear about that part from him."

Seemingly short on time, he delegated the explanation about Helminths to Theodore and continued:

"If I say too much, things might get complicated. For the sake of avoiding regret, and for the world's sake, my past self must quickly enter the Skyroad family. And... an engagement with Yuria Arsein is absolutely necessary."

Yuria was slightly startled when her name was mentioned.

"Yuria Arsein? The eldest daughter of Duke Arsein?"

"Yes. The engagement with her must happen."

At those words, Theodore asked:

"Why do I need to get engaged to that girl? Is that something you can't tell me either?"

"That's right. I can't tell you now. But at least before the engagement ceremony, you must always keep an eye on her. The Helminths will target her and her younger sister, Lilia Arsein. And Judith Skyroad... Judy as well."

"My daughter too?!"

Duke Skyroad was visibly shocked when his daughter was mentioned.
He seemed horrified at the thought of his beloved daughter being targeted by such monsters.

"Yes. Even today's attack, which was aimed at you, Father, was ultimately intended to use your corpse in a terrible way to target Judy."

"Hmm, it's too shocking to believe easily, but I have no choice but to accept it."

Duke Skyroad was quick to grasp the situation and was already accepting such information.
Watching this, Yuria began to understand why Duke Skyroad had taken the initiative to arrange her engagement with Theodore.
In fact, Yuria hadn't known the details of the process; she had simply accepted it as a match arranged by her family, thinking that as the eldest daughter of the Arsein family, she should take responsibility for the benefits she had enjoyed.
But now she was learning the details of that process.

"Since Judy is the successor to Saint Seraphia, those creatures will target her."

There was a sense of mental anguish emanating from Future Theodore as he spoke.

"This is complicated. Suddenly my future self comes and tells me all this."

Theodore didn't doubt that the man before him was his future self.
He could probably tell by the identical energy they shared.

"But future me, if you directly contact me like this and drastically twist history, what happens to you?"

At Theodore's words, Future Theodore smiled with what seemed like a sense of ease.

"The history I came from will cease to exist. And naturally, I will disappear as well."

Yuria almost collapsed at the sight of Future Theodore calmly speaking of his own annihilation.
Although he wasn't the Theodore she knew, it was still shocking to see Theodore Skyroad speak so matter-of-factly about his own demise.

"But I won't just vanish. At least I have something to give you."

With those words, Future Theodore handed something to Theodore, who accepted it.
It was a small sphere made of light. Yuria didn't know what it was, but she confirmed one shocking fact:

"It's already begun."

Future Theodore's form was beginning to fade.

"A-Are you alright?"

Duke Skyroad asked Future Theodore in confusion, but Future Theodore smiled and said:

"I'm fine. I've already prepared myself for this."

After saying that to Duke Skyroad, Future Theodore turned to Theodore and said:

"Please, I'm counting on you. Past me, do well so you won't have regrets."

"...I'll keep that in mind."

After hearing Theodore's answer, Future Theodore smiled with satisfaction and eventually disappeared without a trace.
Watching this with a bewildered expression was not only Duke Skyroad but also Yuria, who, despite knowing this was just a past memory, almost collapsed from the shock, only to be supported by Theodore.

"T-This is too..."

Yuria didn't know how to express this situation.
Why had Future Theodore chosen his own annihilation to change history?
Just how broken was the future he had lived in?

"We can't know everything. My future self chose not to reveal the details of that terrible future. Because it's all been undone now."

Yuria realized that Theodore wasn't the only one who had been missing something.
She too had been missing something.
She had only thought of her engagement to Theodore as a matter between families, never questioning why it had begun.

"I thought I came to love you because of what my future self said... that might account for 90% of the reason, but I was missing the remaining 10%."
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Theodore Skyroad had shown Yuria Arsein even his past memories.
Upon seeing the future version of himself vanish in those memories, Yuria was so shocked that her legs nearly gave out beneath her.

For someone who always tried to maintain a strong mindset to react this way showed just how deeply the scene had affected her.

"Theo... was that really the only option for the future Theo?"
"I suppose so."

While Yuria seemed deeply disturbed by the future Theodore's disappearance, Theodore himself could understand why his future self had made such a choice.
Though his future self hadn't explained his circumstances in detail, Theodore could easily guess what situation he had been in.

He was, after all, himself, and knew exactly what he would have done in that position.

'It seems my future self loved Yuria too, albeit for different reasons.'

That's why he had advised him to definitely get engaged to Yuria.
Without explaining in detail why her existence was being targeted, he had only recently confirmed that both she and her younger sister Lillia were blessed by the world.

'If women blessed by the world were used as sacrifices... this world would truly become hell.'

Of course, even if offered as sacrifices, Yuria and Lillia wouldn't have died.
But their bodies and minds would have been utterly destroyed.
Theodore also realized something from the fact that future Theodore hadn't mentioned Reina Artin.

'My future self probably knew nothing about Reina.'

He would have known of Reina Artin's existence, but likely never met her in person.

'Reina was probably dead.'

Having never met her, he couldn't have had any feelings for her.

'Anyway, all of that has been undone, so my task remains unchanged.'

Since the future Theodore was only adopted into the Skyroad ducal family much later, he had to act alone. As a result, the Helminths would have been less cautious and more active.
Yuria and Lillia would have been kidnapped by the Helminths and subjected to torment so terrible that rape or dismemberment would have been preferable.

The world would have turned into hell, and even if everything had been ended in that situation, only a ruined world would remain.
Even though he succeeded in saving the world as the Chosen One in the end, that success wasn't perfect.
For Theodore Skyroad, it was as good as failure.

'My future self must have come to love Yuria for different reasons than I do now.'

He didn't know how exactly, and didn't particularly want to know.
But he couldn't ignore the fact that his future self was convinced that he would eventually come to love Yuria Arsein one way or another.

'My past self wouldn't have understood.'

The reason his future self hadn't explained was because doing so might have unnecessarily complicated their relationship.
And if he had known in advance that Yuria was blessed by the world, he might have tried to protect her calculatingly, beyond the obligations of their engagement.
In many ways, Theodore judged that his future self had made the right decision in not explaining the details about Yuria.

"Yuria, you may know the truth now, but nothing has changed."

"Nothing... has changed?"

"That's right."

Theodore nodded and spoke to Yuria in a soothing tone.

"You were worried about Lillia because of your anxiety, weren't you? You now know why she might be in danger, but that doesn't change anything."

Theodore mentioned Lillia without referring to his future self's disappearance.
Yuria had wanted information from Princess Louise because of her ominous premonition that Lillia would be in danger.

"I would never abandon your precious younger sister."

Theodore promised to do his best to protect Lillia as well.
No, not just Lillia, but all of Yuria's family.
Protecting Yuria's family was something he naturally had to do for Yuria Arsein, the woman he loved.

"Thank you."

Yuria smiled with some relief at his words.
However, she still seemed concerned about the vanished future Theodore.
She was probably afraid that she might disappear in the same way.
Rationally, she knew that was unlikely, but the visual shock kept overriding her rational judgment, continuously replaying the disturbing scene and generating endless foreboding and fear.

'She'll be fine after some time.'

He was still here, not gone.
She would eventually realize that was enough.

'The divergence point that occurred because I refused and delayed my adoption into the Skyroad ducal family is now just something that never happened.'

Thinking this, Theodore stroked Yuria's hair as they emerged from her mental world together.
When they came out of her mental world, he was looking down at her.
Meanwhile, Yuria was still lying demurely on the bed.

"Theo..."

Yuria called his name as her consciousness returned to reality.

"It's alright, Yuria. I'll be with you for life."

If the people he cared about most weren't there, saving the world would be meaningless.
And he had no intention of dying.
He wasn't that weak, and he had no intention of showing such weakness.

"Yes, I believe Theo won't disappear."

Yuria smiled and answered. As she tried to raise her upper body, Theodore gently pressed her shoulder to stop her and slowly kissed her lips as she lay there.
A gentle kiss followed as they explored each other's lips.

"Mmm, ahh!"

Theodore's hand then moved over Yuria's pants, and she moaned and trembled slightly as his touch reached her intimate area.
In that state, Theodore undid her belt and slowly pulled her pants down.

* * *

Having spent passionate time together before evening due to their heightened emotions, Theodore and Yuria arrived slightly late to the place where the Duke and Duchess of Arsein, Lillia, and Ashley were waiting.

"Yuria, did you finish your important business?"

The Duchess of Arsein asked with a smile.
Since she believed Yuria had been absent due to important business that couldn't wait, she asked if it had gone well.

"Yes. It was even more important than I thought."

Yuria had learned that her anxiety wasn't just a feeling but a premonition of crisis that came from being blessed by the world.

"I see. It seems to have taken some time."

However, Yuria felt guilty at her mother's subsequent comment.
She couldn't bring herself to admit that she was late because her emotions had gotten intense and she had ended up having sex with Theodore.
Ashley, who had been carefully observing Yuria's expression, smiled mischievously and said:

"My, Yuria. Did you perhaps finish your business but then get delayed because you were having sex with Lord Theodore?"

Yuria flinched at her words and couldn't deny her friend's statement.
If it hadn't been true, she would have normally put her arm around her friend's neck and forced her to surrender, but this time it was the truth.

"Heeh~ It's true? Oh my~ Too hot! I'm so happy our Yuria has grown up so well, ah, I'm so pleased!"

As Ashley exaggeratedly expressed her joy, Yuria felt even more embarrassed.
Then Theodore quietly put his arm around Yuria's shoulders, and at that feeling, Yuria recalled her resolve and was able to forget her embarrassment somewhat.
But the problem was that they were in front of the Duke and Duchess of Arsein.

"...Theodore, I asked you to take good care of my daughter, but isn't it a bit much to do such things while the sun is still up?"

The Duchess of Arsein spoke to Theodore in a slightly reproachful tone.

"I'll keep your words in mind."

Theodore made no excuses.
But Yuria knew that his actions, while partly his own desire, were also meant to soothe her anxiety, so she defended him to the Duchess.

"Mother, it's not like that. I was just so anxious that Theo was trying to comfort me when it started."

Ashley admired Yuria as she stood up to defend Theodore.

"Already taking care of your husband... the innocent Yuria has grown up so wonderfully."

At Ashley's words, speaking as if she had raised Yuria despite being the same age, Yuria smiled and said to Ashley:

"Oh my, Ashley. Is your neck hurting? I'm so sorry to see my friend's neck in such pain. Let me help you feel better."

"...I'm sorry."

At Yuria's threat(?), Ashley immediately lowered her tail and surrendered.
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'Sister has already become intimate with Theodore before the sun even sets.'

Lilia still couldn't shake the thought that the saying about the quiet cat climbing onto the dock first suited Yuria perfectly.
But she said nothing and simply remained silent.
What she needed to do now wasn't to dwell on this matter.

'This isn't what I should be focusing on.'

She would be by Theodore's side.
That was enough.
Thinking this way, Lilia once again suppressed her envy for today.

* * *

Frederick Failin.
As the top student in Minst Academy's Swordsmanship Department, if it weren't for Yuria Arsein, all students at Minst Academy would have considered him the favorite to win.
And he possessed skills worthy of that assessment.

"The winner is Frederick Failin, top student of the 4th year Swordsmanship Department!"

The audience erupted in cheers at the announcer's declaration.
Owen Lawrence, the top student of the 2nd year Swordsmanship Department who had fought against him and lost, struggled to his feet and bowed his head.

"I accept my defeat, senior."

"You fought well too."

After exchanging brief pleasantries, Owen left the arena with regret.
Healers trained in healing magic approached to treat him, but his gaze kept returning to the arena with disappointment.

'In the end, I couldn't have my rematch.'

Having hoped for a rematch with Yuria Arsein, he felt disappointed that it wouldn't happen, as he had been eliminated before the semi-finals.
He had wanted to meet her again, either in the semi-finals or finals, for a rematch where he could defeat her.

'It's because my skills were lacking.'

Even considering that Frederick Failin, who had defeated him, was two years his senior, Owen wasn't confident he could become stronger than Frederick in two years.

'If I work hard, I can't say I'll definitely lose. But I can't be certain I'll win either. Sigh.'

Owen walked away with his regrets.
Yuria Arsein had impressively defeated Princess Louise and advanced to the semi-finals, while he had been eliminated in the quarterfinals.

'I need to work harder.'

Even if a rematch with Yuria Arsein had happened, having seen her skills, he felt his chances of winning would have been low.
That's why he was determined to work even harder.

* * *

"My opponent is Sirius Carter, the top student of the 3rd year Spear Department."

In the courtyard of the lodging, Yuria confirmed the information about her semi-final opponent.
Since she had already seen him fight not just in the quarterfinals but also in the round of 32 and 16, watching the video Theodore showed her didn't provide much new information.
However, by reviewing his fighting style again, she got a sense of how to face him.

'Since he uses a spear, I can't think of this as a simple sword versus sword match.'

With a spear, his reach would be longer than hers.
Moreover, since he was highly skilled with the spear, simple countermeasures wouldn't be effective.

'I need to be careful about using ki to extend my reach, since he can do the same.'

While extending reach wasn't always advantageous, it was certainly useful in many ways.

"Yuria, would you like to practice against spear techniques before tomorrow's match?"

"Are you going to demonstrate yourself, Theo?"

"That's right."

Theodore opened a spatial pocket and pulled out a long spear.
He swung it a few times, and Yuria immediately recognized that his skill with the spear was at a remarkably high level.

'No, he seems far superior to Sirius Carter.'

Theodore excelled in all areas.
In fact, even at Jeiha Academy, Theodore had demonstrated overwhelming skill with the spear multiple times, but his spear handling style was quite different from Sirius's.

If comparing to sword styles, while Sirius's spear technique was similar to flowing sword techniques that deflect attacks smoothly while looking for openings, Theodore's spear technique was more like a power-focused sword style.
However, Theodore demonstrated that he could also handle the spear in a flowing manner.

"Please teach me."

Yuria immediately drew her sword and took a serious stance.
Reading her determination, Theodore nodded.

"Come at me with everything you've got. Don't hold back any technique."

"Yes!"

With that, Yuria's ki-infused thrust was directed toward Theodore.

* * *

"Today is finally the semi-finals!"

"I wonder if tomorrow will be the last time we can see Yuria Arsein?"

"If you have feelings for the Chosen One's fiancée, give it up. She's not a woman you can aspire to."

"Damn it, I know that. I'm just a fan. Even if she weren't the Chosen One's fiancée, there's no way someone like me could be with the eldest daughter of the Arsein Duchy."

Among the spectators, Yuria already had fans.
With her overwhelming beauty, figure, exceptional skills, status as the Chosen One's fiancée, and being a duke's daughter from another country, it would have been strange if she didn't have a following.

"Here they come!"

The spectators could see Yuria Arsein and Sirius Carter coming up for the semi-final match.
As usual, Yuria stepped onto the stage wearing a white t-shirt and black leather hot pants, and the audience's cheers were passionate.

And today, the announcer with slicked-back hair and sunglasses spoke again.

"Everyone! Today is finally the semi-finals! This tournament has finally entered its latter stages! The finalist who will advance to tomorrow's final match will be determined here today!"

The audience responded with even more enthusiastic cheers.

*Clap clap clap*
Woooooooo!
Yuria! Yuria! Yuria!

However, among those cheers, the support for Yuria was much louder.
Naturally, the audience's enthusiasm leaned toward Yuria, the most beautiful woman in the Arkan Empire—and in reality, the most beautiful woman on the continent—rather than the plain-looking Sirius.

But for the two competitors, such matters were trivial and not worth their attention.
In this match, there could only be one winner, and both were determined to do their best to be that person.

"Today, I won't give a lengthy introduction to the 2nd year Swordsmanship Department exchange student from Jeiha Academy, Yuria Arsein, as you all know her well! I sincerely hope her exceptional swordsmanship will amaze us again today."

Even when introducing Yuria, the announcer maintained his professionalism by focusing on her swordsmanship rather than her beauty.

"Also, Sirius Carter is the top student of the 3rd year Spear Department at Minst Academy, who has advanced to the semi-finals using spear techniques, which are less common than sword techniques! We look forward to seeing his elusive spear techniques in action again today!"

After finishing the introduction of Sirius Carter, the announcer continued:

"Now, I will count down to the start of today's match in 5 seconds! 5, 4, 3, 2, 1! Begin!"

With the announcer's declaration, the match between the two competitors who were already standing in the arena began.

* * *

Theodore watched as Yuria cautiously held her sword while facing Sirius.
With her skills, she would certainly not lose to Sirius.
However, in a fight without an overwhelming difference in ability, variables could come into play, and carelessness could lead to significant damage.

'Unless there's an overwhelming difference, she needs to be careful, but there's no need to worry.'

Watching Yuria fight, Theodore confirmed that she maintained a stable, composed demeanor, and he was confident she would be the winner of this match.
However, it was clear that Sirius Carter wouldn't go down easily.
She wanted to prove herself by defeating her opponent through her own efforts, and Sirius Carter was a good opponent for her to demonstrate this.

'There's just one thing that concerns me.'

However, Theodore detected something troubling.
It was a strange fluctuation he sensed throughout the entire city.

'Whatever it is, I can't let it interfere with my fiancée's match.'

Theodore set up a magic spell in the stands that would serve as his eyes, then left his seat.
While it was regrettable that he couldn't watch Yuria's match directly, there was a matter he needed to address first.
He had to remove all obstacles so that she could compete stably and advance to tomorrow's finals.
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'Yuria, don't worry about anything else and just focus on the match.'

Lilia noticed that Theodore had left his seat, but she silently watched him step away for a moment.

* * *

Yuria faced her opponent cautiously, mindful of the long spear pointed at her.
Each time her sword clashed with the spear, she felt how her opponent skillfully deflected her attacks while using rotational force to counterattack.
Honestly speaking, the spear's efficiency in smoothly deflecting attacks while delivering unpredictable strikes gave it many advantages over a sword.

'It's difficult to predict, but not impossible.'

After exchanging several attacks and defenses, Yuria felt it was more manageable than she had expected.
Sirius's calm and intricate spearmanship, refined and developed over a long time, included many unpredictable attacks.
But even though it was an unfamiliar weapon she had little experience facing, that didn't mean she couldn't predict it.
Just by watching the movement of his hands, she could quickly respond to whatever attack was coming.

'Besides, it's lacking compared to Theo's spearmanship.'

Moreover, Yuria already had experience facing spearmanship far superior to Sirius's.
Although she had certainly lost that match, her confrontation with Theodore had taught her many methods for countering spear techniques.

"You seem to have experience facing spearmanship."

Sirius spoke while swinging his spear.
As a third-year student, he addressed Yuria, a second-year, informally, but this was normal for academy students, so Yuria accepted it naturally.

"Yes, of course."

The spearmanship department existed at Jeiha Academy as well, and Yuria had considerable experience sparring with students from that department.
Most followed a more aggressive style different from Sirius's approach, and while there were some who used variable techniques like Sirius, their skills fell far short of his.
Theodore, on the other hand, had overwhelmingly defeated even the top student of the spearmanship department and excelled in various applications not just of swordsmanship but spearmanship as well.

'If it were Theo, he would have used my attack against me to disarm me.'

But Sirius's skill wasn't at that level.
If he were to master the spearmanship he was currently learning at a higher level, such techniques wouldn't be impossible for him.
However, that meant it was something he might achieve someday, not something he could do now.

'An opportunity.'

Yuria's sword quickly found Sirius's weak point, deflecting his spear with superior technique while attempting to use his own technique against him to disarm him.
She imbued her sword with energy that simultaneously possessed mild adhesive properties and counter-elasticity to return the opponent's impact, trying to knock his spear from his hand.
But Sirius seemed to have been waiting for an opportunity as well, as he countered by applying pressure to disarm Yuria of her sword.
However, Yuria had prepared for this situation too.

"What?!"

Sirius watched in surprise as Yuria used the counter-elasticity of her energy-infused sword to push the spear aside and quickly grabbed the spear shaft with her bare hand.
Unlike swords, spears had wooden shafts, and she had targeted this vulnerability.
But because the spear was wrapped in energy that gave it a sharp edge, despite protecting her hand with energy, Yuria still felt a slight pain in her hand.

But this much was worth enduring for victory.
Before Sirius could throw a punch, Yuria pointed her sword at his face while keeping the spear pushed aside with her other hand.

"Well... I admit defeat."

As Sirius acknowledged his loss, Yuria released the spear and stepped back.
Her palm was red and swollen, seemingly in need of prompt treatment.

"Yes! The winner of this match is Miss Yuria Arsein! The exchange student from Jeiha Academy has advanced to the finals!"

As Yuria Arsein's advancement to the finals was confirmed, cheers erupted from the audience.
However, Yuria noticed that Theodore, who had been visible earlier, was nowhere to be seen among the spectators, and she hurriedly scanned the stands wondering if her memory was mistaken.
But while she could see her family and her friend Ashley, there was no sign of Theodore.

'Did something urgent come up?'

Yuria didn't believe Theodore would leave during her match without good reason.
She was certain there must have been something important enough to warrant it.

"It was a good match."

After greeting Sirius Carter, Yuria quickly descended from the arena.
She declined the healing mages who approached to treat her with a simple "I'm fine," and hurried outside.
Once outside, Theodore soon appeared before her.

"Yuria, congratulations on making it to the finals."

"Yes, thank you."

Yuria smiled in response to Theodore's congratulations.

"Theo, it seems you left for a while. Did something urgent come up?"

"Yes, it did. But I've resolved it for now. Let me see your hand."

Theodore seemed to already know what had happened during the match even though he hadn't watched it in person.
He must have recorded her match just as he had recorded others' matches, but instead of mentioning this, Yuria simply held out her hand.
Looking at her palm, which was slightly bleeding, Theodore applied a light healing spell, and Yuria immediately felt the pain disappear.

"Thank you for healing me again today."

After expressing her gratitude for the treatment, Yuria asked:

"So Theo, what was the urgent matter that made you leave?"

Yuria was curious about what could have been so urgent that Theodore had to leave his seat.
In response to her question, Theodore gently caressed her hand and said:

"I was just ensuring you could compete without interference."

"Interference?"

At the mention of potential interference with her match, Yuria momentarily thought of the Britannia Empire, but quickly dismissed them as suspects.
Logically, the Britannia Empire would gain nothing from such actions.
If they tried to eliminate her through unfair means or disrupt the match, it would create a rift between them and Theodore, resulting in disadvantages far outweighing any benefits they might gain from having a Britannian win the tournament.

"Was it related to those Helminth creatures or whatever they're called?"

"Yes, it was. Their goal seemed to be simply causing chaos."

The higher-ranking Helminths were currently hiding from Theodore's sight.
This meant that the Helminth monsters that appeared now were likely the hideous creatures Theodore had seen in his memories attacking Duke Skyroad.

"If those monsters appeared in the middle of the city... there must have been great chaos."

"Actually, it was at an earlier stage. They were trying to implant eggs in people to parasitize them."

That was truly horrifying.
Helminths—parasitic monsters that infest human bodies, kill their hosts to steal their bodies, and transform human bodies into hideous monsters.
It was terrifying to imagine what would happen if they implanted eggs in large numbers of people.
Fortunately, such parasitism doesn't work on those who use ki or magic, and these energies can easily eliminate Helminth eggs or newly hatched larvae within the body, which has served as a restraining force preventing their large-scale reproduction.

"Have all the eggs been dealt with?"

"Yes. There were some people who had eggs implanted, but most of them won't even know they were infected and will just cough a little."

Yuria was relieved by Theodore's words.
At the same time, she wondered if this terrible fact should be widely publicized.

"Theo, can we really keep this a secret indefinitely?"

"It would be difficult. But it's better to take action after tomorrow's finals are over. The other side will want to present it as a symbolic effort to prevent the apocalypse alongside the Chosen One."

"...I see."

Yuria agreed with Theodore's assessment.
The Britannia Empire would want to portray their response to the Helminths as a collaborative effort with Theodore to face the apocalypse together.
And for Theodore, having the Britannia Empire's cooperation would make things easier, so he would accommodate their approach to this extent.

"So prepare for tomorrow's finals. Don't forget your promise to show me your victory."

"Don't worry. I haven't forgotten that promise."

She had promised not only the Emperor of the Arkan Empire but also Theodore that she would definitely win.
Yuria had no intention of breaking that promise.
Just one match left!
She would win that match too and become the champion of this tournament.
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Frederick Phelan, the top student of the 4th-year Swordsmanship Department at Minst Academy.
Excluding Yuria Arsein, he was one of the championship contenders, and he had proven himself to be Minst Academy's strongest student by advancing to the finals of this tournament.

"Wooooah!"

"As expected of Frederick!"

The spectators were cheering, and among them were many academy students.
Considered the strongest championship contender from Minst Academy, even though his chances of winning were diminished due to Yuria Arsein, he was still the strongest student at Minst Academy.
Although most people predicted Yuria would win, there were still many who hoped for an upset.

"I wish Senior Frederick would win."

"Yeah, I hope so too."

"But Duchess Yuria is being taught directly by the Chosen One. Does Senior Frederick really stand a chance?"

"I know. Watching Duchess Yuria fight, I can't even imagine how to counter her."

It was true that Yuria Arsein had her own distinctive fighting style.
But to the less skilled students of Minst Academy, she was a master who displayed various techniques and combat styles that made it impossible to figure out how to counter her.

'I'm not feeling particularly good about this.'

As an eliminated contestant who was now just one of the spectators, Princess Louise had expected this, but it still stung a bit.
The students of Minst Academy, supposedly the best academy in her country, the Britannia Empire, didn't even believe that their academy's strongest student would win.

This was evidence that they felt no pride in being students of Minst Academy.
But bitter as it was, there was nothing to be done about it.

'Since the Artin Duchy has put our imperial family in a difficult position...'

It seemed the imperial family would need to consider ways to instill pride in the Minst Academy students after resolving the situation between the royal families.

But Princess Louise couldn't help but give a slightly self-deprecating smile at the fact that even she thought Yuria Arsein would win this tournament's finals.

* * *

Ahead of the finals, Theodore and Yuria were practicing in preparation.

"Rather than making predictable attacks, try to attack in ways your opponent can't anticipate."

While easily blocking all of Yuria's attacks, Theodore was continuously giving her advice.
While wielding her sword, Yuria was following Theodore's advice and executing more varied attacks, sometimes striking quickly and then cleverly twisting her sword to catch her opponent off guard.

"Don't get so caught up in technique that you lose your center."

Theodore advised Yuria to avoid making mistakes while executing techniques, and following his advice, she maintained her core self as her center.
From the sword in Yuria's hand, the swordsmanship she had practiced her entire life was unfolding with her at the center.

While it was still beyond her ability to execute profound swordsmanship to its deepest levels, she had already reached the stage where she could wield these profound techniques as freely as her own limbs.
Despite Theodore's teachings, this growth was possible because she had consistently built a solid foundation since childhood.

"Don't forget to protect yourself while executing unpredictable attacks with your feet and shoulder movements."

There was a saying that the best defense is a good offense.
But a reckless charge with a "you die, I die" mentality was too risky.
While one might accept injury for the sake of victory, there was no need to deliberately get injured.

To win without injury.
That was the best choice.

"Haap!"

Yuria's attack failed to catch Theodore off guard.
But that was only because Theodore's skill was overwhelmingly superior; at the academy students' level, it would be difficult for anyone to counter such an unexpected strike.

"Good."

Theodore lightly praised her as he deflected Yuria's sword at an angle.
After disarming Yuria, Theodore looked at her as she breathed heavily, drenched in sweat.

"Haa... haa..."

Her breathing was rough, and she looked extremely tired, likely because she had concentrated fully and given it her all.
Her long silver hair, wet with sweat and clinging to her white T-shirt, appeared quite seductive, and the size of her ample chest, rising and falling with each breath, was prominent.

Theodore felt a thirst growing within him as he looked at her.
The thirst for this woman, Yuria Arsein, seemed to be growing to an unbearable size unless he continued to desire her.

"Good work."

Theodore approached Yuria and patted her bottom.
As always, the feel of Yuria's firm, shapely buttocks was addictive—both generous in size and excellent in elasticity.
Theodore gave a bitter smile inwardly at Yuria's appearance, which was making his self-control waver, while Yuria seemed to be smiling somewhat happily.

"Theo, do you... want to take me right now?"

Yuria smiled seductively with beads of sweat on her forehead.
Her body scent, detectable from close range, was as alluring as always, and the expectation in Yuria's blue eyes revealed what she desired.

She was hoping that Theodore would say yes and take her to bed.
Seeing her clearly excited state, Theodore remembered that he would soon need to bring Yuria's family and Ashley for dinner, so he decided to use a different approach.

He made the world's time flow at 1/1000th of its normal speed, with only himself and Yuria being exceptions.

"Will this answer your question?"

"Yes!"

As Yuria smiled brightly and leaned in with her lips parted, Theodore covered her lips with his own, beginning a passionate kiss.
There was no need to go to the bedroom; since no one could see them and the world's time was flowing slowly, Theodore's hand went straight to Yuria's pants.
After quickly undoing her belt, her short black leather hot pants were pulled down.

* * *

Yuria felt like yesterday had been an incredibly intense day.
With even a full day being insufficient, they had slowed down the world's time to share passionate moments with Theodore, leaving her body thoroughly satisfied.
Although she was satisfied, she always tired first, which made her slightly worried about whether she was always sexually satisfying Theodore.

However, as always, Theodore prepared her breakfast, and after the meal, he gently kissed her cheek and encouraged her.

"Make sure you win the finals today."

"Yes! I'll definitely show you a victory!"

Yuria promised victory with a bright smile.
She spent the time until the finals, scheduled for 2 PM, lightly warming up, and soon it was lunchtime.
Given the upcoming match, Yuria ate a light lunch, and was about to head to the contestants' waiting room.
Her family and her friend Ashley all encouraged her.

"Yuria, I'm preparing a party because I believe you'll win today."

Ashley seemed to be already preparing a celebration party for her.
Although there wouldn't be many attendees, she looked quite happy preparing for it.

"Ahem, Yuria. This father believes you will definitely win. But don't feel pressured, just do your best."

"Yes, Father."

Yuria responded to Duke Arsein's encouragement with a slight smile, and after the Duke smiled contentedly at his eldest daughter's response, Duchess Arsein spoke.

"Yuria, Mother also believes you will win. But I hope you can win without getting injured if possible."

"I'll do my best."

However, she couldn't promise to avoid injury.
Getting injured in such competitions was something one had to be prepared for.
Especially since her opponent was the strongest student at Minst Academy, she thought she wouldn't be able to avoid injury.
Therefore, Yuria could only promise to do her best.
The Duchess seemed to understand this and didn't say anything more.
She knew well that saying too much would only burden her daughter who was about to compete in the finals.

"Sister."

Finally, Lillia approached Yuria.
She spoke to her older sister Yuria with a gruff tone that nonetheless contained affection.

"Make sure you win. I'll be cheering for you."

Ch.138 - {Finals} 2
# The Finals

Upon hearing Lilia's words, Yuria gazed at her briefly before breaking into a bright smile and embracing her.

"Yes! I'll definitely win for our Lilia's sake, so make sure you cheer for me!"

"Ah, sis, let me go!"

Lilia squirmed as if uncomfortable with Yuria's hug, seemingly disliking how Yuria's voluptuous chest pressed against her face.
However, watching Lilia's squirming figure, Ashley muttered while slightly clutching her heart.

"C-cute..."

When Yuria noticed her friend's eyes revealing a desire to hug her sister too, she strangely felt reluctant to release Lilia from her embrace.
As an older sister who had always adored her younger sister Lilia since childhood, Yuria was extremely happy knowing that Lilia loved her as a sister despite her sometimes curt attitude, and she felt a peculiar sense of possessiveness.
But since it was time to head inside, Yuria had no choice but to release her adorable and lovable sister.

"Well, I'm going in now."

Avoiding Lilia's slightly resentful glare, Yuria entered the building and met Theodore, who had been waiting for her in the corridor leading to the waiting room.

"Theo."

"Did your talk go well?"

Theodore had stepped aside to give her space to talk with her family and her friend Ashley.
The reason he could enter the corridor to the players' waiting room, which was normally off-limits except to contestants and tournament officials, was likely due to the event scheduled after today's match.

As agreed with the Britannia Empire's royal family, after the tournament winner was determined today, he would have to go up on stage.

"Yes."

"Good. Make sure you win. I don't want to stand on that stage separated from you."

Theodore said this while gently embracing her and placing a kiss on her forehead.
With the match about to begin, he didn't go further to help her maintain a calm state, and Yuria understood this despite feeling a hint of regret.

"It's almost time to start."

"Yes, go on."

"I will."

And then it was time for the match to begin.
As Frederick, who had been quietly waiting in the players' room, left for the match, Yuria also headed to the arena.

When she stepped onto the arena floor, the announcer began the introductions.

"Finally, the finals of this tournament have arrived! The match to honor the champion of this tournament! I'm truly excited to see who will emerge victorious!"

The announcer first emphasized that this match would determine the tournament's winner.

"Additionally, the champion will receive not only 10,000 imperial gold coins as prize money from His Imperial Majesty but also the honor of being granted an honorary title!"

An honorary title was something anyone would consider prestigious, as it meant being knighted even if one was a foreigner.
Even for a princess of the Arkan Empire, receiving an honorary title from the foreign Britannia Empire would be an eternal honor, signifying recognition abroad.

"Now I'll introduce the two candidates who will seize this glory! First, Yuria Arsein, a second-year exchange student from Jeiha Academy who has advanced to the finals as an outstanding swordswoman. Famous for her beautiful appearance and known as the fiancée of the Chosen One, this student was picked by many as the strongest contender for victory. We look forward to seeing if she can claim victory as an exchange student."

When the introduction of Yuria ended, the crowd erupted in cheers.

"Yuria! Yuria!"

"Yuria! You're the best today too!"

"Beautiful! Truly the world's most beautiful woman!"

There were even voices among the crowd calling her not just the Arkan Empire's most beautiful woman but the world's most beautiful woman.
Amid such cheers, the announcer continued by introducing Frederick.

"Here, Frederick Failin was also a strong contender for victory, and as expected, he has advanced to the finals with the championship within reach! He is the top student in the swordsmanship department at Minst Academy's fourth year and holds the title of the strongest student at Minst Academy! I, your announcer, believe he has proven his skill worthy of that name by advancing to the finals!"

The crowd continued to cheer as the announcer introduced Frederick Failin.
As the saying goes, blood is thicker than water—there were quite a few spectators cheering for Frederick, a native of the Britannia Empire, not just for Yuria.

"The winner will be determined by this match, and the champion will immediately receive an honorary title directly from His Imperial Majesty! Additionally, there will be an important announcement from His Imperial Majesty after this tournament."

Yuria knew what that important announcement would be.

'It means they'll publicly emphasize the cooperative relationship with Theo.'

Since Theodore had agreed to it, she had no reason to object.
There was no need to, either.
But still, it made her feel uncomfortable.

'They held this tournament trying to involve Theo... but they have no sincere intention of apologizing to him.'

Although Theodore himself seemed to have little feeling toward the Britannia Empire's royal family, Yuria felt herself becoming unnecessarily upset.
That's why she really wanted to win this tournament.

By now, Yuria's goal was not just to prove her effort and ability.
Even without the Arkan Emperor's request, she wanted to wound the pride of the Britannia Empire by defeating the strongest fighter from Minst Academy, supposedly the best academy in the Britannia Empire, as someone from the Arkan Empire and a student of Jeiha Academy.

"Now, let the match begin!"

Just as she made up her mind, the referee announced the start of the match.

"The Chosen One's fiancée. What a pity."

Frederick, standing opposite Yuria, muttered.
Drawing his greatsword and assuming a combat stance, he seemed genuinely disappointed that Yuria already had a partner, and that partner was a man in a realm he could never hope to reach.
However, having seen countless people utter such words after being captivated by her beauty, Yuria didn't respond to his words and quietly drew her sword while looking for an opening.

'It's hard to find an opening.'

Although she could see a few gaps, if she tried to attack those spots and had to directly block the power behind that greatsword, it would be quite challenging.
It seemed like he was deliberately leaving certain openings to lure her in, so Yuria remained cautious and focused on her opponent.
Then Frederick continued speaking to her.

"I can understand why that Jade fellow lost his mind."

Jade Miller, the top student in the fourth-year magic department.
At the mention of the name of the man who had harbored ill intentions toward Yuria and had been reduced to a shell of himself after whatever Theodore had done to him, Yuria coldly warned:

"Stop with the unnecessary talk and focus on the duel. I don't want to hear excuses later about how you couldn't give it your all because you were distracted."

Frederick nodded silently at Yuria's words.

"That's right."

Frederick looked Yuria up and down.
However, Yuria noticed that his gaze seemed more like a warrior assessing her physical capabilities rather than having any lewd intent.

'He's trying to predict how I'll attack.'

It was true that examining an opponent's physique could help anticipate what style of attack they might use and what movements they might make.
Of course, the opponent would also use various irregular methods to disrupt such calculations, but it was still better than knowing nothing.

"Damn it."

Suddenly, Frederick cursed.

"That beauty truly makes it impossible to concentrate and assess properly."

Yuria's beauty and her body with perfect proportions exuded a charm that seduced opponents even unintentionally. Because of this, Frederick, who was trying to coolly assess her physical abilities as a warrior, seemed annoyed that unwanted lustful thoughts were interfering with the duel.
Slightly biting his lip to dispel those thoughts with pain and increase his concentration, Frederick made the first move.

"I don't need to hold back, do I?"

"No."

Declaring that he would move to defeat an equal competitor rather than showing leniency as a senior, Frederick charged at Yuria, swinging his greatsword.

'He's fast.'

The fact that he could maintain such speed while wielding that greatsword also revealed how well-trained his body was.
Thinking she would be overwhelmed by his power if she wasn't careful, Yuria quickly stepped to deflect his sword.

"Ugh?!"

However, at that moment, Yuria flinched at the energy transmitted through the sword and had to hastily surround herself with qi to defend.
Surprisingly, Frederick had tried to infiltrate some of his qi into Yuria's body at the moment she attempted to deflect his attack, aiming to cause internal damage.
It was a sophisticated use of qi that was hard to imagine in a straightforward combat style.
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'That was dangerous.'

Yuria successfully defended herself, but she considered this attack quite dangerous as she launched her counterattack. Having trained extensively for unpredictable attacks from various directions, Yuria could respond immediately even when caught off guard. Her experience facing diverse combat styles was now proving valuable.

"Kraaaagh!"

Frederick was swinging his greatsword ferociously, enveloped in ki energy. Yuria completely abandoned the idea of meeting his blade head-on. As a woman, her physical strength fundamentally differed from the large-framed Frederick, and even with the enhancement of her physical abilities through ki, it would be a disadvantageous fight unless she could deflect his attacks.

Frederick's assault with his greatsword had considerable range and overwhelming power, forcing Yuria to gradually increase the distance between them. If she carelessly tried to deflect his attacks, she would be vulnerable to internal strikes from his ki.

However, from Yuria's perspective, she felt he wasn't an opponent she couldn't defeat.

'I don't necessarily have to attack just his sword.'

Since this tournament allowed for inflicting injuries on opponents, Yuria decided to choose victory by wounding her opponent rather than disarming him.

"Sword Combat Technique, Penetration."

Having gained some distance, Yuria had time to use her sword technique against Frederick. Her technique manifested not as a destructive sword style like Owen's, but in the form of thrusts.

Seeing her sudden use of a sword technique, Frederick prepared his own technique in response.

"Sword Combat Technique, Shatter!"

A powerful attack intending to break and destroy Yuria's technique head-on unfolded from Frederick's sword.

Yuria's technique, taking the form of sharp ki energy, was flying toward Frederick, and when Frederick's powerful technique appeared, it seemed like Yuria's would be completely annihilated. But that was too simplistic a view of ki's properties.

"What?!"

Frederick exclaimed in surprise. His sword technique failed to shatter Yuria's attack; instead, true to its name, her technique penetrated through his and bored into him. It was an attack precisely aimed at him!

"Kuk!"

Sensing that his technique alone couldn't defend him, Frederick hastily moved his sword to directly block the attack. And this was exactly the moment Yuria had been waiting for.

Pointing her sword forward, Yuria released bursts of ki energy like firing arrows. With her rapid thrusting motions, numerous sharp ki blades flew from the tip of her sword toward Frederick. Already occupied with blocking Yuria's technique, Frederick couldn't defend with his sword or dodge in time, so he hastily surrounded himself with a ki barrier, taking the hits directly.

"Kugh!"

Frederick grimaced in pain as he took hits to his shoulders and other areas.

'As expected, this approach alone won't be easy.'

While she had inflicted some damage, the power of attacks that shot ki like arrows was inevitably limited. Unlike attacks delivered directly through a sword swing, the pure power diminished when separated from the blade, allowing him to block without injury by simply raising a ki barrier. He might bruise, but such minor attacks wouldn't be decisive no matter how many times they landed.

'Above all, there's a time limit.'

This competition had a time limit. Being the finals, they were given a generous one hour, but if that hour passed, judges selected from the spectators would determine the winner by vote. Even if Yuria were declared the winner that way, she didn't want such an outcome.

'I'll defeat him before time runs out!'

With renewed determination, Yuria decided to risk injury. Her mother, the Duchess of Arsein, might be horrified, but she wasn't going to let this opportunity to prove herself slip away meaninglessly.

"Oh?"

Sensing Yuria's change in spirit, Frederick also began unleashing fierce sword attacks. His sword technique had long since been evaded by Yuria, and her technique, though it penetrated his, had weakened enough that he could block it directly.

'I need to break through that attack.'

Yuria made the cold calculation to risk injury, choosing to dive between the gaps in Frederick's attacks rather than dodging backward. Successfully deflecting his attack by mixing in counter-force while guarding against internal strikes, she delivered a sharp thrust toward Frederick's right arm.

At that moment, Frederick employed an unimaginable method that ordinary people couldn't conceive. He used telekinesis through ki to transfer his greatsword from his right hand to his left.

"Kugh!"

Frederick groaned in pain as his right arm was pierced, but he immediately swung the greatsword, now in his left hand, toward Yuria. He too was willing to sacrifice injury for victory.

'In that case!'

Gritting her teeth, Yuria, instead of withdrawing her sword for defense, channeled her ki into the blade still embedded in Frederick's right arm, causing a massive internal shock.

"Kraaaagh!"

Frederick screamed in agony. His sword wavered momentarily, but the greatsword in his left hand still swung toward Yuria. She tried to dodge with a flexible body movement, but couldn't completely avoid it, suffering large cuts to her arm and leg. Blood from Yuria's left arm and thigh splattered onto the arena floor.

"Ugh!"

Enduring the pain, Yuria pulled her sword from Frederick's right arm and retreated. She quickly tried to stop the bleeding, but with deep sword wounds on her left arm and left thigh, she wouldn't be able to move with the same precision anymore.

"Kuuugh!"

However, her condition was better than Frederick's. He hadn't anticipated that Yuria would choose to dodge using her flexible body rather than defend against the greatsword, accepting hits where she couldn't avoid them. He had taken more damage than expected. His insides were already in chaos, and blood was streaming from his mouth.

"Huff, damn. You're tough."

In response to Frederick's words, Yuria, holding her sword in her right hand, said:

"Will you continue?"

Yuria knew that despite her significant injuries, the advantage had shifted to her side. Among the spectators, some lamented the wounds on her beautiful body, but Yuria wasn't overly concerned since such injuries could be healed quickly.

"Huff, it's a shame to just give up."

Frederick said, gripping his greatsword.

"At least I should leave a few more scars on that pretty body to save face."

It seemed Frederick, known as the strongest student at Minst Academy, already sensed his impending defeat. But even in losing, he apparently wanted to leave more wounds on Yuria's body to maintain the image of having fought fiercely before defeat. It showed strong pride, which was fitting for a warrior.

'Still, the advantage is already mine.'

But Yuria remained cautious, continuing the fight prudently. Theodore always maintained his composure and calmness, and she often thought about breaking that composure and self-control during their nighttime intimacy. But Yuria also wanted to emulate Theodore's calmness as a warrior.

'Calm like Theo.'

Composing herself, she didn't get excited or careless despite victory approaching. And so, although Yuria allowed a few more sword wounds, the fight with Frederick ultimately ended in her victory.

"Kuuugh."

When Frederick finally collapsed onto the arena floor with a painful groan, Yuria wasn't in great shape either.

"Haa... haa..."

Her entire body was drenched in sweat, covered in wounds, and despite her attempts to stop the bleeding, bloodstains marked her body all over. But she was standing, and she had won.

"The winner of this intense final has been decided! The winner is student Yuria Arsein! The champion of this tournament is student Yuria Arsein!"

The announcer, who had been watching their duel with bated breath, declared Yuria's victory and her championship.

'I won.'

Yuria felt her strength leaving her body as the tension released upon realizing her victory. And as she slightly staggered, Theodore, who had already come up to the arena, supported her.

"Well done, Yuria. And congratulations on your victory."
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Frederick Peilin was defeated, and Yuria Arsein was victorious.
The winner of this tournament was none other than Yuria Arsein.

The audience erupted in cheers for Yuria, the champion.

"Woooah!"

"She really won!"

"Amazing! Yuria Arsein truly is the best!"

Both the victor Yuria and the defeated Frederick had sustained considerable injuries. Healing mages rushed to treat Frederick who had collapsed unconscious, though despite the fierce battle, Yuria had no intention of killing him, so there were no life-threatening wounds.

"Does it still hurt?"

As always, Theodore personally treated the wounds covering Yuria's body. Though bloodstains remained on her skin, no actual injuries were left.

"No, thank you."

Watching Yuria smile beautifully after being healed, Theodore felt that his feelings for her made him irrational in many ways. It was suffocating how difficult it was to see wounds on her body.

'As a martial artist, she must be prepared for injuries...'

Both he and Yuria, as martial artists, were certainly prepared for such wounds. If one wasn't ready to accept injuries, becoming a martial artist would be problematic in the first place.

Despite knowing this, and despite Yuria having long accepted her injuries without complaint, forbidden thoughts kept surfacing in Theodore's mind. He hated seeing scars on her beautiful skin. He didn't want to see her injured and in pain.

"Theo."

When the smiling Yuria suddenly called his name, Theodore looked at her face right in front of him. True to her title as the Empire of Arkan's greatest beauty, her face was breathtaking every time he saw it. The difference between before and after she had broken through the barricade he'd set up was stark.

Before, he had found her face beautiful, but it was like admiring a beautiful sculpture—not the feeling of adoration he felt now. But now, just looking at her face made his self-control and restraint feel precarious.

Even drenched in sweat, the scent from her body was somehow sweet. While it was true that martial artists generally eliminated waste products from their bodies, making their sweat less offensive, Yuria's sweat carried a fragrance. It was as if her entire body was seducing him, and Theodore anticipated what she was about to do next.

"I... I won," she said.

Yuria was delighted about her victory, and her smile, which had been filled with the joy of winning, gradually transformed into a seductive one.

"Theo, since I've won, I should make things absolutely clear here and now."

As she spoke, her beautiful face drew closer, and Theodore remained still, allowing it.

Their lips met, and their kiss began right there on the arena floor, in full view of the audience. Yuria was making a statement about their relationship, leaving no room for ambiguity.

'Very well.'

Theodore embraced Yuria as she wished. He could feel the softness and elasticity of her feminine body, and regardless of the surrounding gazes, he held her in his arms and shared a passionate kiss.

[I'll always stimulate you until you can't hold back. I'll be more aggressive. Even if I'm embarrassed or ashamed, I won't stop or run away for those reasons.]
[So, desire me freely. My breasts, my buttocks, my thighs, everything else... as much as you want.]

Theodore recalled what Yuria had said to him. She was indeed constantly stimulating him beyond his endurance, and now she seemed less embarrassed. It would be a lie to say he didn't want to freely caress her breasts and buttocks, but the reason he didn't do so here and merely held her wasn't due to embarrassment.

He had long since stopped caring about the gazes of others. In fact, he had never experienced being concerned about others' opinions.

Before the age of ten, no one had paid attention to him, so it was impossible to care about others' gazes. After ten, he was too busy trying to become stronger and learning various things to grow up worrying about what others thought. So even though he understood what others' gazes meant, he remained indifferent.

'I don't want to create situations where others look at Yuria with desire.'

If he were to caress her breasts and buttocks here, Yuria would be pleased and flaunt it. But then most of the audience would look at her body with lustful gazes. That was beyond the realm of self-control and into the territory of instinct that no one could avoid—in fact, not having such a reaction would be abnormal.

"Yes, that was a bold kiss from our champion Yuria Arsein! It seems she and the Chosen One, Theodore Skylord, are truly in a deep relationship as rumored!"

The announcer calmly commented on Yuria's sudden action without showing any surprise.

* * *

Yuria felt a twinge of disappointment that Theodore hadn't roughly caressed her breasts and buttocks or publicly explored her body. Of course, she knew well how that would look to others. But she had been prepared for that.

'I wanted to widely announce that Theo is completely infatuated with me... I guess I'll have to be satisfied with this much?'

She could guess why Theodore had refrained, and she was satisfied to confirm his possessiveness toward her.

If it were her former self before studying abroad, she wouldn't have believed she could act this way. She might have asked herself if she wasn't embarrassed, or even denied reality.

But now Yuria found that once she had decided to be proactive, it was easier than she had expected.

After their passionate kiss ended, Theodore asked in a gentle tone, "Yuria, you're staying here rather than going down, right?"

"Yes, of course."

Yuria answered without hesitation. Now the Britannia Imperial Family would use this opportunity to demonstrate that their relationship with Theodore was not hostile but rather friendly.

The audience's excitement had already been heightened by her duel with Frederick. Unlike Frederick who had been carried unconscious to the infirmary, she was extremely fatigued but could still stand without difficulty. And Yuria felt a strange thirst even in this situation.

'I want to have sex. Haa...'

Being in Theodore's arms, these lewd thoughts kept coming to her. Yuria felt a slight throbbing inside her pants. Was it because of the joy of victory?

She wanted to share this joy intensely with Theodore, just the two of them. At this moment, she wanted to share her happiness not with her family or her friend Ashley who were blessing her, but only with Theodore. Though she knew she had a strong libido, the fact that such thoughts came first made Yuria think she might have gone completely mad.

She had finally achieved her purpose in studying abroad at Minster Academy. She had successfully proven her skills and efforts that had been overshadowed by her beauty, but now other desires were beginning to emerge.

Yet she couldn't give up anything. She didn't want to give up, and surrender simply didn't suit her.

"Theo, I..."

"I know."

Theodore seemed to already know what she was thinking. Interrupting her words, he sent a message directly into her mind.

- I'll take you to bed early tonight. Since you've won, I'll do whatever you want.

At the promise to do whatever she wanted, Yuria already felt happiness washing over her. Various fantasies of what she wanted to do in bed early tonight were already forming in her mind, along with plans. However, they could no longer remain in each other's arms. The Emperor of Britannia was approaching.

The official reason was to bestow an honorary title on the winner and honor the champion in front of the audience, but the real purpose was the show that was about to follow.

Ch.141 - {Agitation And Politics}
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The Emperor of the Britannia Empire, ascending with the escort of imperial knights, presented a dignified and imposing figure.
Although the winner was not a student from his country's Minster Academy but rather an exchange student in the second year at Jeha Academy of the Arkan Empire, for him, the most important issue was cooperation with Theodore.

Even though the tournament had temporarily diverted people's attention elsewhere, this was merely a temporary measure.
If time passed and the excitement of the tournament faded, controversy would again erupt over who was responsible for why Theodore Artin, the Chosen One—now Theodore Skyroad—had left his birth country, the Britannia Empire, for the Arkan Empire.

From the perspective of the Britannia Imperial Family, they needed to direct all blame solely toward the Artin Ducal Family while distancing themselves from it.
If any responsibility were to fall on the imperial family, it would be dangerous, so they needed to drive a wedge into the current situation filled with excitement.

By presenting themselves as having a close, friendly relationship with the Chosen One, everything would be blamed solely on the Artin Ducal Family.
Conveniently, there was the additional case of Reina Artin, the Chosen One's younger sister—now Reina Skyroad—who had also gone to the Arkan Empire because she could no longer endure, making it easier to guide public opinion to blame only the Artin Ducal Family.

"Now, His Imperial Majesty will bestow an honorary title upon the winner, student Yuria Arsein."

As the Emperor's attendant announced this, Yuria slightly bowed her head.
However, she did not kneel on one knee.

She was, after all, a citizen of the Arkan Empire, not the Britannia Empire.
Moreover, it was unthinkable for her, the eldest daughter of the Arsein Ducal Family—one of the three great ducal families of the Arkan Empire—to kneel before a foreign emperor.
The emperor to whom she owed her loyalty was not the Emperor of Britannia but the Emperor of Arkan.

And since it was customary when conferring honorary titles to foreigners to compromise with just a bow of the head, neither the public nor the Emperor took issue with Yuria's attitude.

"The winner, student Yuria Arsein, has claimed victory by demonstrating remarkable martial prowess in the tournament. Therefore, I, as Emperor of the Britannia Empire, deeply commend this and appoint you as an honorary knight, bestowing upon you an honorary title."

Yuria did not appear particularly pleased despite receiving the honorary title.
In reality, she felt that receiving an honorary title from the Britannia Empire was something she accepted because it was given, but not something she particularly needed.
However, openly displaying such thoughts could lead to diplomatic disputes between the Arkan Empire and the Britannia Empire, beyond just a personal matter.
Insulting an honorary title directly bestowed by none other than the Emperor of the Britannia Empire would be an issue that could anger the entire Britannia Empire.

"Thank you."

Thus, Yuria responded with a brief expression of gratitude.
The Emperor of Britannia and everyone who had come up to the arena could be seen admiring Yuria's beauty up close, realizing that their country's women could not possibly compare.
Yuria was displeased to see them obviously calculating whether they could match another woman with Theodore Skyroad, possibly as his second wife, but she didn't confront them about it.
There was no point in arguing, and moreover, she knew they wouldn't actually implement such a plan.
If they tried, it would only anger Theodore.

'Theo.'

After receiving the title, Yuria took Theodore's hand again.
Holding his hand gave her a strange sense of reassurance, and Theodore seemed to feel the same, visibly fidgeting with her hand as he held it.
His touch seemed to soothe her, telling her not to be nervous about what was to come, which put her mind at ease.

"Now, His Majesty will make an important announcement at this venue."

Some perceptive individuals would have guessed something from the fact that Theodore was present in the arena.
It was well-known that the Chosen One would attend to his fiancée after each match, but the fact that he hadn't left with his fiancée even after the Emperor had bestowed the title and remained standing in the arena suggested that there might be something prearranged between him and their Emperor.

'So it finally begins.'

Yuria sensed that the Emperor of Britannia was about to begin his political show in earnest.
And despite her lack of positive feelings toward the Britannia Empire, she was concerned about Theodore's feelings, as he needed to join hands with them to prepare for the coming apocalypse.
However, his expression was surprisingly calm and serene.

"Citizens of the Britannia Empire! I shall now make an important announcement at this venue!"

It was already surprising that the Emperor of Britannia was personally conferring an honorary title while standing in the arena.
And making an important announcement in an arena rather than elsewhere was also unprecedented, but the Britannia Imperial Family was too pressed for time to worry about such precedents.

And the audience, already excited by the heat of the tournament, was all focused on what important declaration the Emperor was about to make, and the Emperor declared:

"Here, the Chosen One, student Theodore Skyroad, is currently making various preparations to prevent the apocalypse. Our Britannia Imperial Family sincerely apologizes for what the Artin Ducal Family has done to him, and I officially declare in my name that we will do our utmost to cooperate with him to prevent the apocalypse and spare no support in the future."

It meant that this was an official statement with the Emperor staking his name on it.
And the audience began to murmur.

"Huh? So, His Majesty means to cooperate closely with the Chosen One?"

"Ah, come to think of it... the Chosen One harbored resentment against us because of the Artin Ducal Family, right?"

"I'd forgotten about that, being caught up in thoughts of the tournament."

Fortunately for the Emperor, his declaration was working.
Of course, if Theodore Skyroad showed any distance at this venue, such a declaration would become meaningless, which was why Theodore's cooperation was more important than anything else to him.

"I express my gratitude for that cooperation."

And Theodore accepted the Emperor's proposal as previously discussed.
He officially acknowledged that he would cooperate with the Britannia Empire to prevent the apocalypse.

The Chosen One, Theodore Skyroad, has accepted cooperation with the Britannia Empire!
At this fact, the current that the Emperor had desired flowed among the audience.
Of course, Yuria was certain that agitators planted by the imperial family had subtly guided the instigation in the direction the Emperor wanted.

"Fortunately, it seems the Chosen One bears no grudge against our Britannia Empire or His Majesty."

"Right? He's even offering to cooperate."

"What did His Majesty do wrong, really? Who could have reasonably imagined that the Artin Ducal Family would do such a thing?"

"Exactly. Honestly, His Majesty can't be expected to manage every detail of other families' affairs, can he?"

The words of those chattering here and there were spreading.
In reality, since the Emperor of Britannia was not the direct perpetrator, and there were many ambiguous aspects that made it difficult to directly blame him for any wrongdoing, this was an instigation that could easily be swallowed.

'Politics doesn't seem to suit me.'

Watching this political show up close, Yuria felt that although she had learned the basics of politics as the eldest daughter of the Arsein Ducal Family, it inherently didn't suit her nature.
In contrast, Theodore was wearing a calculated, false smile—like the one he had before opening his heart to her—rather than the sincere smile he had recently been giving her.

"I look forward to working with you. If there's anything you need, just say the word."

"Yes, I look forward to your assistance in the future."

Despite the complete absence of sincere goodwill between them, the Emperor and Theodore even shook hands, putting on a political show.
It was an act for mutual benefit from both sides, and the audience applauded and cheered at the sight.

Having gained confidence that the Chosen One would protect them from the apocalyptic crisis, they were already excited by the heat of the tournament and easily became more excited, sending out fierce cheers.

"Long live Emperor! Long live the Chosen One!"

"Save the world from the apocalypse!"

"Long live the Britannia Empire~"

And separately from this, the image of the Artin Ducal Family was plummeting even further in their minds.
Even though they had escaped the anxiety that they might not receive help from the Chosen One, all hatred and anger would be directed toward the Artin Ducal Family, which had already been marked as an easy punching bag.

No, in fact, it wouldn't even be anger.
Those who had weakened and had many flaws were simply punching bags that were good for attacking for fun, even by those with no stake in the matter.
That's all it would be.

Ch.142 - {Gift To Celebrate The Victory?}
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"Congratulations, Yuria!"

Duke Arsein approached Yuria with a bright smile.
As he moved to embrace his daughter, Yuria subtly avoided him.

"Huh?"

Not expecting his daughter to dodge his hug, Duke Arsein looked at Yuria with a bewildered expression.
Yuria felt slightly guilty seeing her father's reaction, but she was reluctant to embrace him.

"I'm sorry, Father."

Especially since she was planning to spend time alone with Theodore soon, having someone else's scent on her body was definitely not something she wanted.
His scent alone was enough for her.
She couldn't bear the thought of her father's scent lingering on her body and causing Theodore any discomfort.
Even if she planned to shower soon, she still disliked the idea.

"Urgh."

Duke Arsein seemed genuinely shocked by his daughter's avoidance.
He knew his eldest daughter had grown increasingly averse to his hugs as she aged, but he never imagined she would avoid an embrace even during a moment of congratulations for her victory.

However, the Duchess Arsein nodded as if Yuria's avoidance was perfectly natural.

"Yes, my daughter. You really won. But I also know you got hurt quite badly, didn't you?"

Blood stains still remained on Yuria's arms and thighs.
Although the wounds themselves had disappeared as if washed away, the bloodstains on her body remained.
These would need to be cleaned after she returned to her quarters and showered.

"Yes... but I did my best."

Yuria knew the Duchess didn't like seeing those marks on her.
As a mother, she wouldn't be pleased that her daughter had been injured.
But Yuria didn't regret her injuries.

She preferred victory with injuries over defeat without them.

"Yuria, congratulations on your win."

"Thanks."

Ashley followed with her congratulations, and Yuria smiled brightly at her friend's words.

"Ah~ I was always heartbroken whenever our Yuria whined about no one recognizing her efforts, but now I'm so happy to see her finally achieve results~"

"I didn't whine."

As Yuria tried to correct Ashley's statement, Ashley flashed a playful smile.

"Hmm~ Really? Is our Yuria getting closer to her fiancé and now too embarrassed to confide in her big sister unlike before... gack!"

Yuria, while smiling, wrapped her arm around the neck of her best friend who was trying to tease her again today.
Yuria's slender arm didn't look strong at all, and if Yuria Arsein—known as the Empire of Arkan's greatest beauty regardless of gender—were to embrace someone's neck with her arm, they might be excited by the touch of her soft skin and the natural contact with her ample bosom. But all Ashley felt, as always, was the pain of suffocation.

"I'm shorry... I was wrong..."

When Ashley apologized with a muffled voice, Yuria released her arm.
After rubbing her neck and calming her breathing, Ashley spoke.

"Ahem, hmm~ Yuria, we've prepared a party, but I think you should clean up first."

"Yes, I think that would be best."

Yuria glanced at Theodore, who was watching her conversation with her family and friend Ashley from about two meters away.
She wanted to return to her quarters as soon as possible to wash up.
And before the victory celebration party with her family and friend...

"Sister."

"Y-yes?"

Yuria, whose thoughts had wandered to something indecent, was startled when Lilia suddenly called her.
When their eyes met, Yuria felt slightly embarrassed by her younger sister's knowing gaze.

"Congratulations on your victory."

However, Lilia simply congratulated her on her victory after briefly glancing at Theodore.
Yuria felt the urge to hug her sister again.
Unlike her father, Lilia had a pleasant scent, so Yuria didn't mind embracing her.
Of course, if Duke Arsein knew this thought, he would lament in despair that raising two daughters was pointless since Lilia had also started disliking hugs.

"Thank you."

Instead of pulling Lilia into an embrace, Yuria smiled and gently stroked her head, which Lilia immediately tried to shake off.

"Ah, stop it! You're messing up my hair!"

"Hehe, sorry."

Yuria couldn't help but smile at Lilia's slightly sharp attitude as she complained.
She thought Lilia looked even cuter with her hair slightly disheveled, and felt that her younger sister was always so adorable.
Having doted on her younger sister since childhood, Yuria found even Lilia's adolescent rebellion(?) endearing.

"Then I'll go wash up and be back. I'll be back within 30 minutes."

"Alright. We'll go ahead and prepare, so come as quickly as possible."

The Duchess Arsein said after glancing back and forth between Theodore and Yuria.
Yuria understood what her mother was implying, but instead of being embarrassed, she simply nodded.

"Yes."

Yuria looked at Theodore, who also nodded.

"Then we'll be back shortly."

Theodore, who had approached Yuria's side, said to the Duke and Duchess Arsein.

"I'm counting on you."

"Yes."

Theodore then took Yuria's hand.

"Let's go."

"Yes, Theo."

With that, Yuria felt her surroundings change as Theodore teleported them.
They arrived at their quarters, and immediately, without needing to decide who would initiate, they embraced each other and began kissing passionately.

Slurp, smooch!

As their lips and tongues intertwined, Yuria felt her breath quicken.
She felt an irresistible excitement as Theodore's hands began roughly kneading her breasts and buttocks.

'Haah.'

Yuria suddenly remembered she hadn't washed yet, but Theodore didn't seem to mind.
After the kiss ended, Theodore lightly licked around her lips, and Yuria closed her eyes, wanting more.
However, Theodore paused for now and said to Yuria:

"We have about 30 minutes left... but you're finding it hard to wait, aren't you?"

When Theodore asked as if he already knew her state, Yuria immediately nodded.

"Yes. I can't wait. Haah..."

Yuria truly found it difficult to hold back.
She felt like she would go crazy if they didn't do it soon, and the excitement of winning seemed to have stimulated her sexual desire even more.
Yuria briefly felt self-loathing, wondering if she was too lustful, but that feeling was quickly pushed aside.

"I see."

Theodore began to gently caress her buttocks in response to Yuria's words.
While Yuria enjoyed his touch on her buttocks, she was slightly dissatisfied with how gentle it was.
She wanted him to knead and grasp her body more roughly, exploring it to his heart's content.

Making him lose his self-control had long since become her goal.

'I'm definitely going to break through that perfect face of his. I want to see that face full of self-control crumble.'

Yuria realized that she had a slightly mischievous streak, both as a warrior and as a woman.
Although she had been a virgin until recently, now that she had tasted sex and fallen into passionate lovemaking with the person she loved, she felt she could never return to her previous modest life.

"Yuria, shall we go inside then?"

"Inside... you mean shower together?"

"Yes, that's right."

At Theodore's words, Yuria felt her heart racing.
The thought of showering with him excited her tremendously.
And she wanted to seduce him until that calm, composed face of his lost its self-control and crumbled with passion.

"Yes! I'd love to. Let's go quickly!"

Yuria was the one eagerly urging him on.

'Today, Theo won't be able to easily refuse my requests, right?'

Since Theodore had already promised to grant her a request to celebrate her victory, she was also looking forward to their brief time of lovemaking before the celebration party.
Though she said "brief," if Theodore used his powers, 30 minutes could be extended to 30,000 minutes, so they had plenty of time.

* * *

Theodore smiled at Yuria's eagerness.
Her sexually forward behavior was different from before, but Theodore rather liked it.
She had changed in good ways due to his influence, and he too had changed because of her.
He liked how that seemed to connect their relationship more deeply.

'When the duty of the Chosen One ends...'

When that time came, he would be able to live with her in a peaceful world.

Ch.143 - {Under The Showerhead}
{Under the Shower}

This wasn't the first time Theodore had showered with Yuria.
But the current situation was no less exciting for either of them despite it not being their first time.

Click-

Theodore had just made time flow 1000 times slower in all places except his current lodging.
What they were about to do would require more than 30 minutes, so he manipulated the flow of time to greatly extend their available time.

"Haa... haa..."

Hot breaths were already escaping from Yuria's lips, perhaps from mounting excitement.
Seeing her heated breaths and flushed cheeks, Theodore felt himself naturally becoming aroused.

After undoing Yuria's belt, Theodore didn't immediately remove her black leather hot pants. Instead, he placed his hand over her intimate area on top of her pants and began to massage it.

"Hnng, aahn!"

Yuria immediately showed an intense reaction.
He could already sense her panties underneath getting wet.

"The-Theodore. Hnng, aaaahn~!"

Watching Yuria unable to hold back her moans, Theodore confirmed that she had been quite pent up.
Theodore's hand then gripped her pants, and when he finally pulled them down slightly, her considerably wet panties were revealed.
The love juices secreted from her womanhood were soaking her white panties.

'The scent is good today too.'

Yuria's body scent was always sweet.
With her special physique that made even her sweat smell pleasant rather than unpleasant, the love juices secreted from her womanhood also emitted a sweet fragrance.
Her fluids, which had a tangy yet sweet-and-sour taste, were perfectly described as honey water.

Theodore slowly pulled down Yuria's panties as well.
Thus, her most intimate place, which appeared before him every night, was revealed.

The neatly groomed silver bush and the tightly closed pink slit were always stimulating to see.
Theodore slowly brought his mouth to that place, which radiated hot and lewd heat.
He could see Yuria closing her eyes with an expectant smile.

"Hmm, aahn~ Theodore... hnngh!"

As soon as Theodore's mouth made contact, Yuria could be seen twisting her body, moaning and shaking her head from side to side.
Each time she did, her long silver hair—which held a mysterious beauty as if crafted from the finest melted silver—swayed beautifully.

Slurp! After sucking and tasting the inner flesh of Yuria's pussy, Theodore marveled at the exquisite taste of her most lewd part, which was as delicious as ever.
Though her sweat-soaked thighs caught his eye, Theodore proceeded to remove Yuria's t-shirt, completely detaching her pants and panties from her body before storing them in his subspace.

"Haah~"

Yuria, seemingly as excited as always by Theodore sucking her pussy, spoke while breathing heavily and giving him a heated gaze.

"Theodore, you'll grant all my requests today, right?"

"I'll grant anything you want, as long as it's possible."

"You promised."

Having heard Theodore's confirmation again, Yuria smiled and turned her body around.
Then, demurely presenting her buttocks toward Theodore, she said:

"Before we shower together... please take care of between my buttocks too."

Yuria's anus was extremely sensitive.
She herself had once mentioned that in novels, female knights were often portrayed as having particularly sensitive anuses, and since she was the same way, she thought there might be truth to it.
But Theodore had absolutely no interest in whether other female knights had sensitive anuses or not.

The only woman he was interested in, regardless of whether she was a knight or not, was just Yuria Arsein.
He couldn't care less about other women's erogenous zones.

"Alright."

Theodore placed his hands on Yuria's buttocks.
Her white, voluptuous, and tempting buttocks were perfectly clean without a single blemish.
Both their beautiful shape and softness were perfect, and the soft flesh yielded under Theodore's hands.

Yuria had long since lost any aversion to showing her anus.
Since all waste was removed from within her body anyway, her anus had not been an excretory orifice for a long time, but merely one of her erogenous zones.

Theodore extended his tongue slightly to the exposed anus of Yuria and slowly licked it, causing her body to twist in response.

"Hngh, that's good..."

Yuria murmured softly that it felt good, and even leaked a bit of love juice.
Then Theodore began to suck on her anus as she desired.

Slurp! Smack!

The sound of Theodore sucking Yuria's anus spread throughout the second-floor room of the lodging, and Yuria's moans mixed in, creating a symphony.
Her long silver hair cascaded down as she bowed her head, and through the strands, her beautiful face could be seen completely immersed in excitement.
Yuria was unconsciously swaying her hips by now, freely engaging in acts that would have been unimaginable to her virgin self.

When Theodore finally pulled his mouth away, Yuria raised her head, looking quite aroused.

"Haah~ Theodore... that was so good."

"I'm glad you enjoyed it."

Theodore hadn't found his own release with her yet, but he felt satisfied just knowing she was pleased.
However, Yuria seemed to have guessed his thoughts.

"But it's only me enjoying myself, and Theodore can't enjoy... let's go inside now. I'll make you happy too while we shower together."

"I'm just happy when you're happy."

At Theodore's words, Yuria clutched her chest slightly and said:

"Haah~ You really know how to strike right at the heart."

"I learned it from you."

Theodore sincerely believed that Yuria was one level above him when it came to striking at the heart.
Wasn't she demonstrating the results with her current self?

Then Yuria grabbed Theodore's clothes and said:

"Theodore, let me undress you this time."

"Sure."

Having decided to accommodate whatever she wanted, Theodore stood still as she wished.
He could feel Yuria's hands trembling with excitement as she removed his clothes one by one with her own hands, but he chose not to mention it.
Thus, both of them naked, they entered the shower room together.

Shaaaaa-

Warm streams of water soaked both their bodies.
As their bodies got wet, Theodore gazed at the drenched Yuria.

Though it wasn't his first time seeing her this way, it had a different charm from when she was covered in sweat.
The sight of her dazzling silver hair wet and clinging to her snow-white skin exuded intense sensuality, highlighting her voluptuous breasts, buttocks, and slender figure.

However, Yuria's snow-white cheeks were flushed with the heat of excitement, and Theodore realized that seeing him wet was driving her into even greater arousal.

"Do you know how much... seeing you wet and disheveled... stimulates me?"

"Really? I have no idea."

After responding that he didn't know, Theodore roughly grabbed Yuria's voluptuous breasts.

"Hnnggh!"

Yuria felt a slight pain and stimulation, and while gripping her large breasts that couldn't even be fully held in one hand, Theodore said:

"All I know is that your current appearance is stimulating me too much."

At those words, Yuria's lips suddenly lunged for Theodore's.
Theodore embraced the almost roughly approaching Yuria, and together, completely soaked under the shower water, they shared a passionate kiss.

While fiercely sucking and exploring each other's lips, Theodore felt Yuria's hand stealthily reaching toward his penis, gently stroking it from the shaft upward.
Her desperate desire for it to enter her soon was evident in her touch, and Theodore, having decided to do everything she wanted today, quietly accepted her playing with his genitals.

After several minutes of kissing and fondling, they finally stopped kissing.
It was time for something else.

Yuria's back pressed against the shower wall.

"Theodore, lift me up and thrust into me powerfully."

This was Yuria's request.

"Understood."

Immediately understanding the position she wanted from her words alone, Theodore grabbed her two legs and lifted them, spreading them to the sides. With her back against the wall, she felt Theodore's penis enter her pussy in one swift motion.

"Haaangh!"
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After inserting himself into Yuria, Theodore felt what he always did.
Yuria's insides were clearly specialized for receiving a man's member.
In the world, this would be described as a "heavenly passage."

Yuria Arsein was a woman blessed with not only stunning beauty but also a naturally perfect body for pleasure.

"Ahnn, aahng! Theo... start moving... please..."

Yuria, with her back against the wall, legs spread wide and lifted as she was penetrated, was sending him heated gazes.
She was now yearning for him to vigorously thrust into her depths.

Instead of answering with words, Theodore lifted her legs and began moving her body up and down while simultaneously thrusting his hips back and forth.

"Haang, aaaang! Haah, haaaang!"

As the water sprayed from the shower, Yuria's body rocked up and down, continuously delivering waves of unbearable pleasure to her.
Her silver hair, wet and clinging to her body, swayed violently with each lift and drop, while her impressively large breasts bounced with visually intense effect.
However, what caught Theodore's attention most was Yuria's lips.

Seeing her slightly parted lips releasing hot moans, her dreamy expression completely immersed in pleasure, his first thought was how glad he was that she seemed satisfied.

"Haah, haaaak!"

Under the shower spray, Theodore spent fifteen minutes thrusting his penis into Yuria's inner flesh in various ways.
He made sure to find and stimulate her favorite spots, occasionally rotating, adjusting his speed of entry and withdrawal, and moving in ways that would give her diverse pleasures rather than simple repetitive motions.
His consideration was effective; Yuria was so overwhelmed with pleasure that she seemed to lose her senses.

"Haang, Theo~"

Suddenly, Yuria moved her legs, wrapping them around Theodore's waist and clinging to him.
Then she initiated a kiss.

"Hmmmph. Chuup."

Hanging from Theodore's body under the shower, now in an embraced position, Yuria kissed him with undisguised passionate heat. Theodore returned the kiss with intense excitement, feeling that he might lose his self-control if he wasn't careful.
The sensation of Yuria's soft, supple feminine body was always beyond what could be described as fantastic. The feeling of her voluptuous breasts pressing against him, the soft and bouncy texture of her luscious thighs—it was all incredibly stimulating.

"Hmmp, hng, hmmmph!"

Even while kissing, Yuria seemed unable to maintain her composure due to Theodore's penis roughly stimulating her insides. His member skillfully and provocatively thrusting into her was making her womb quiver, and Yuria felt another climax approaching.
Theodore, aware of when she reached her peak, timed his release to fill her with his semen just as she reached her climax.

"Haaaang, ah, inside... Theo's... haaaang!"

Yuria's body arched like a bow as she climaxed, feeling Theodore's semen flooding inside her. The shower continued to spray warm water, leaving both of their bodies completely soaked.
Their original purpose of bathing had been postponed, but neither of them worried since they still had 29,000 minutes left... a generous allowance of over 20 days.

"Theo, put me down for a moment... haah..."

"Sure."

As Yuria requested, Theodore released her, and she unwrapped her legs from his waist to stand on the floor.
Then she immediately turned around, placed her hands against the bathroom wall, and presented her buttocks to Theodore.
Not only was her womanhood visible with semen dripping out, but also her anus between her buttocks was clearly exposed.

"Theo... this time... my behind... here too... haah... please do it..."

Yuria, seemingly too excited just from the thought, breathed more hotly and roughly as she swayed her snow-white, luscious buttocks, spreading them to expose her anus even more while pleading desperately.

"Hehe, alright. I understand."

Theodore's hands moved onto Yuria's buttocks, and she removed her own hands.
Now it was Theodore's hands on her luscious flesh, fully exposing her anus.
However, before proceeding with penetration, he first gently probed her anus with his finger.

"Haaaanng!!!"

Yuria immediately responded with an intense reaction.
Her anus, wet from the shower water, felt different from before.
It was clear that this area was particularly sensitive for her, and she was desperately craving penetration there.

Theodore aimed his penis at her anus to fulfill her request, and as he gently rubbed the tip against the entrance, he could vividly feel Yuria's body trembling with excitement and anticipation.
But as he teased her without immediately entering, Yuria's urging voice was heard.

"Stop teasing me and hurry... hurry..."

Thinking she might genuinely get angry if he teased her any longer, Theodore penetrated as she wished.
Already developed, Yuria's anus easily accepted his member.

"Haaaaaaang!!!"

Yuria threw her head back with an intense moan, looking extremely pleased.

"Hard, do it hard... Theo, rough and hard... so... so intense I can't think straight... aaaang!"

At Yuria's urgent voice, Theodore granted her request, gripping her luscious buttocks while vigorously thrusting his penis deep into her rectum.

"Haang, aaaang, good, it feels so goooood! More, more!"

Exclaiming her pleasure, Yuria wildly moved her waist and buttocks, unable to contain her ecstasy even as she felt the intense collision against her behind.
The taboo and intensity of anal sex seemed incredibly stimulating to her.
Receiving this "gift" of being thoroughly penetrated front and back as a celebration of her victory, she was genuinely happy, and her happiness gave Theodore satisfaction as well.

"Haang, aaaang!"

As they continued their sex with such intense collisions that her buttocks began to redden, the two gradually approached the end of their anal intercourse.

"Aaaaang! Ah, inside! Haaaah!"

Yuria reached another climax as Theodore's semen filled the depths of her rectum.

"Hnnng, Theo... don't pull out yet..."

Yuria, trying to hold onto her fading consciousness, asked Theodore not to withdraw his penis from her anus.

"Alright. Like this?"

"Yes... stay like this for a moment... haah..."

Yuria seemed to be savoring the feeling of semen filling her behind, experiencing mental pleasure as well.
After catching her breath briefly, Yuria finally spoke.

"You can pull out now."

"Okay."

Theodore obediently followed Yuria's words and withdrew his penis.
At that moment, before the shower water could wash much of it away, Yuria hurriedly took his penis into her mouth.

"Mmm~"

Taking Theodore's penis into her mouth, she began eagerly sucking on it, covered not only with his semen but also her own secretions from vigorously penetrating both her holes.
This was why she had asked Theodore not to pull out immediately—so she could clean him with her mouth while the fluids were still there.

"Mmph, slurp! Suuuck! Slurrrrp!"

Kneeling before Theodore, Yuria was devotedly sucking his penis, performing fellatio. Theodore looked down at her, nodding when she asked with her eyes if it felt good.

"You're doing very well. I'm satisfied."

"Mmm."

Yuria brightened at Theodore's praise, happily sucking and licking his penis with even more enthusiasm.
Her skillful use of tongue and lips showed how much she had improved, and it truly felt good.
But receiving her service like this felt like it diminished the meaning of celebrating her victory.

"This much service from me is enough. You can do whatever you want."

"Mmm."

At this, Yuria seemed to be struck with a strange determination, stimulating Theodore's penis even more enthusiastically, and when she finally received his semen in her mouth, she swallowed it and then removed his penis from her mouth before speaking.

"Then stay still. I'll wash every inch of you today."

"Sure, do as you please."

"Yes~ hehe~"

With a mysteriously playful smile, Yuria couldn't hide her excitement, her face flushed with pleasure as she grinned broadly.
Saying she would do everything herself, including soaping him up, she eventually turned off the shower water and began applying soap all over her body while saying:

"My body will substitute for a sponge today. I'll make you feel so good you'll think you're melting from loving me too much."

Theodore realized her true intention from these words.

'She wants me to lose my self-control.'

Not just voluntarily abandoning it, but becoming unable to maintain it and crumbling before her—that's what she wanted to see.
But that wasn't something he could do intentionally.

"Alright, give it your best."

"I will!"

Yuria began by rubbing the soap bubbles from her voluptuous breasts against Theodore's body.
And so, their passionate time together continued.

Ch.145 - {Victory Party}
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Yuria, emerging from the shower, felt like she could float away.
Perhaps due to enjoying various positions for over 10 hours in the shower, Yuria was extremely tired.
However, thanks to the time difference where this mansion's time flowed 1000 times slower than the outside world, she still had plenty of time to spare.

"Lie down and rest for a while. We still have plenty of time."

Theodore, who had personally dried every inch of her body with a towel, told Yuria to rest for a moment.
He was aware of the fatigue that had built up in her.

"Yes... I'll just close my eyes for a bit."

Although Yuria was only dried off and not dressed, she didn't mind.
After all, only she and Theodore were here.

Yuria lay down comfortably on the bed and quietly closed her eyes. Having won the tournament, all the tension from the competition had dissipated, and after fully satisfying her sexual desires, fatigue quickly overwhelmed her.

And so, Yuria quickly fell asleep.

* * *

Theodore, now changed into an immaculate suit, gazed down at the softly breathing Yuria with a gentle smile.
He had been watching her like this for over an hour, but he didn't feel bored at all.

Just looking at Yuria's face made time seem to pass quickly, as if boredom was a foreign concept.
If anything, he felt a desire to commit her image to memory as much as possible, which could be considered the only regrettable aspect.

'You've now achieved your primary goal.'

As Theodore looked at Yuria's face, he recalled her purpose for studying abroad at Minst Academy.
The reason she had insisted on coming all the way to Minst Academy was purely to prove her effort and ability.
And she had proven her effort and ability by winning the tournament.

Now, even if she returned to Jeiha Academy, she would be regarded as someone whose skills everyone acknowledged.

If she continued to work hard like this, she could become a renowned martial artist across the continent someday.

'I too must complete what I need to do.'

Even he couldn't guarantee when the day would come to fulfill his duty as a Chosen One.
But as a Chosen One, he was strong enough to surpass the Helminths, and would continue to maintain an overwhelming advantage.
He would never allow the world to meet its end at their hands.

"Mmm."

And finally, he could see Yuria slowly beginning to wake up.
Theodore handed her cold water to help her regain her senses as he watched her stretch slightly and get up from the bed.

"Ah~ I slept so well. Theo, we still have a lot of time left, right?"

"Yes. Plenty of time."

Thanks to the 1000-fold time extension, they had more than 19 days left, so there was no rush.
Yuria's expression showed a hint of temptation at his words, but as if trying to shake it off, she briefly closed her eyes before opening them again and said:

"I should start getting ready. Dad, Mom, Lilia, and Ashley must all be waiting."

Of course, given the 1000-fold time difference, they wouldn't have been waiting long. But Yuria wanted to hurry because she worried that if she spent too much time here, the excitement of winning would fade.

As she was about to get dressed, Yuria had some thought and, after putting on new underwear she took from her spatial storage, she put a white t-shirt and black leather hot pants into the storage.
Then she put on a black blouse and a skirt long enough to cover her thighs.

Theodore remembered what outfit Yuria was wearing now.
It was the outfit she had worn on their first date.

"Theo, do you think... this outfit would be good for the victory party?"

Yuria had taken care to dress in a way that emphasized her femininity, and seeing her slightly shy smile, Theodore could guess why she chose this outfit for the victory party.
She wanted to show her family that she was happy as a woman, and that she was paying attention to and satisfied with her appearance as a woman.

In other words, she was trying to show her family that Theodore was treating her well as her fiancé.

"You look good in anything, but... that outfit certainly has meaning. It gives off a special feeling."

If he had just said that anything would look good on her, Yuria would have shown dissatisfaction given how much attention she had paid to her outfit.
But Theodore added that it had definite meaning and gave off a special feeling, which seemed to satisfy Yuria.

"Yes! Shall we get going then?"

"Let's go."

Theodore returned the flow of time to normal. Yuria approached Theodore and linked her arm with his, and in that state, Theodore teleported them.
The destination was, of course, the villa of Viscountess Panicel's family, Ashley's house.

The reason they were gathering at the Panicel family villa rather than the mansion rented by Duke and Duchess Arsein was because Ashley was hosting this celebration party.

"Welcome."

The servants of the Panicel family opened the door as soon as Theodore and Yuria arrived at the entrance, ushering them inside.

* * *

The Panicel family villa, being just a villa within the city, wasn't overwhelmingly large.
However, it was still spacious enough to accommodate many people, and was reasonably well-equipped with a yard and garden.

"The party will be held inside the mansion."

As they entered the mansion guided by the servants, Yuria could immediately sense Ashley's presence.
While her parents, the Duke and Duchess of Arsein, and her younger sister Lilia were some distance away, Ashley's presence was nearby, and Yuria confirmed that she was hiding between the fork in the corridor they were about to pass.

'I should pretend not to notice.'

However, as Yuria pretended not to notice and walked past with Theodore, Ashley suddenly jumped out and pulled a celebratory firecracker.

Pop-

Numerous paper confetti and streamers showered over Yuria's head.

"Congratulations on your victory, Yuria~"

Ashley, smiling brightly as she offered her congratulations, was genuinely happy and celebrating Yuria's win.

"Thanks, Ashley."

Yuria brushed off the paper pieces from her hair and responded with a smile.
And as Theodore slightly loosened his arm to step aside, Ashley approached and embraced Yuria.
Then she patted Yuria's back playfully, as if handling a child.

"To think our Yuria would win so magnificently! Ah, this big sister is so moved... Gack?!"

Ashley felt the danger of suffocation as Yuria's embrace became too forceful.
Especially as a woman, she felt a deep sense of defeat as her chest was simply crushed against Yuria's ample bosom.

"Oh? Ashley? Who's the big sister here?"

Yuria whispered slightly as she returned the teasing, and Ashley declared surrender.

"I surrender! I surrender! Big sister Yuria, please spare me!"

When Ashley declared surrender, Yuria laughed and released her.

"Ugh~ Yuria seems to be getting stronger by the day. It's really amazing how such slender arms can produce such monstrous strength."

After grumbling like that, Ashley began to look Yuria up and down.

"Hmm~ A blouse and skirt outfit. It's been a while, but it really suits you! I remember when little Yuria was running in a skirt and it flipped up, and you covered your face with both hands and sniffled... Gack?!"

Yuria embraced her childhood friend again, who was revealing her embarrassing past in front of Theodore, silencing her with the hug.

"My~ Did Ashley call me to congratulate me? Or to tease me? If it's the latter, this big sister might be so heartbroken that she can't control her strength?"

"I'm sowwy!"

Yuria released Ashley again after she apologized with a muffled voice.
Having grown up as childhood friends, the two remembered each other's embarrassing pasts well.
Yuria herself remembered how Ashley had once secretly led her outside to play at night, only to scream at the sight of a frog, fall over, and end up with mud all over her face.

"Hehe~ But Yuria, you look so pretty and cute today too~ The man who took away our beautiful Yuria... hmm. Such an impressive gentleman must be very happy."

Ashley glanced at Theodore as she added this.
While she had supported Yuria and Theodore's relationship, she seemed to be feeling something similar to a mother sending off her daughter to marriage.

Ch.146 - {Victory Party} 2
# Victory Party

"Ashley, don't you think it's about time we head inside?"

"Hmm... I guess so."

When Ashley nodded, Yuria moved toward Theodore, who had briefly stepped aside to give them space.

"Sorry, Theo. Our conversation went on longer than expected, didn't it?"

Yuria apologized to Theodore for her extended chat with Ashley. However, Theodore didn't seem to mind.

"It's fine. Yuria, I understand what childhood friends mean to you."

Theodore genuinely didn't seem bothered, which made Yuria feel even more apologetic.

"Don't worry about it, just be happy. After all, today is to celebrate your victory, right?"

"Yes!"

Yuria smiled happily at his words. She had won the tournament through her own efforts, and this gathering was for her lover, friends, and family to celebrate her achievement. Remembering this fact made her smile naturally, and she linked her arm with Theodore's while resting her head on his shoulder.

"Wow..."

She heard Ashley's exclamation of admiration at their natural skinship, but Yuria deliberately ignored it. She also decided to ignore whatever comment would follow. Responding to each remark would only prolong the conversation and make Theodore wait even longer.

"The skirt, the makeup... ah, I feel so moved yet somehow empty at the same time~"

In response to her friend's mixture of joy and lamentation, Yuria threw out a comment.

"Then why don't you find a lover too, Ashley?"

"Gack?!"

Ashley clutched her chest and exaggeratedly acted pained at Yuria's words, but Yuria subtly ignored the playful act. When they went inside, Duke and Duchess Arsein were waiting and congratulated her with smiles.

"Congratulations again on your victory, Yuria. We're so proud of you."

"Yuria, congratulations once more on your win."

The Arsein couple offered their congratulations again with warm smiles. For them, only about 30 minutes had passed, but Yuria was now completely clean without any wounds or bloodstains. Instead of her usual white t-shirt and black leather hot pants, she wore a black blouse and a dark blue skirt with black trim that covered her thighs. Her current pristine appearance, which made it hard to believe she had just been in a competition, clearly put her parents' minds at ease compared to her blood-stained state right after winning.

"Congratulations, sister."

Lilia also offered her brief congratulations. However, Yuria noticed that her gaze was directed not at her face but at her arm—specifically, her left arm that was linked with Theodore's.

She was clearly unable to hide her envy of Yuria's closeness with Theodore.

"Thanks."

Yuria thanked Lilia for her congratulations while unlinking her arm from Theodore's. Then she embraced Lilia.

"Ah, sister! Let go!"

Lilia struggled slightly in protest, but Yuria hugged her younger sister and smiled, feeling her soft warmth. Even if they were rivals in love, even if she couldn't give up the man she loved, she still loved her sister dearly. With that thought, she released Lilia, who gave her a slight glare but only backed away a little without saying anything more.

"Now Yuria, this is what we prepared to celebrate your victory. Look, what do you think?"

Ashley couldn't hide her pride as she pointed to the party table set up in the living room. A custom-ordered cake to commemorate Yuria's victory had "Celebrating Yuria's Victory" written on it, with candles stuck in it like a birthday cake.

"Now, let's celebrate Yuria's victory once more~ Congratulations again!"

After lighting the candles, Ashley held up the cake in front of Yuria, who smiled awkwardly.

"Ashley... it's not my birthday..."

"Oh come on, Yuria~ Don't act so proper in front of your parents. Remember how we used to smear cake on each other's faces on birthdays? Just forget everything else and enjoy."

"...It would have been better if you'd left out that first part."

Yuria replied while gently blowing out all the candles on the cake.

"Yuria."

Just as she finished blowing out the candles, Theodore called out to her. She felt shy when he addressed her.

"Yes, Theo."

Yuria felt somewhat embarrassed in front of Theodore, but she realized it was strange that she, who was gradually becoming unashamed of showing off in front of others, would feel shy about revealing a bit of her private life. Wouldn't that make her seem like she was putting on an act in front of Theodore?

'He probably wouldn't like a woman who's different on the inside.'

With that slight worry, Yuria decided to stop overthinking and resolved to show her true self without hiding anything. Even if it was a bit embarrassing, even if there might come a moment later when she'd want to hide under the covers in bed, she felt it was better to be genuine now.

"I prepared this to celebrate your victory."

Theodore pulled out a box from his spatial storage, and Yuria could immediately sense that the energy contained within it was extraordinary.

"Theo, is this...?"

"Yes. It's spirit medicine. I processed it into small spherical forms so it would be both highly efficient and easy to consume."

Yuria received the box from Theodore and opened it. The spherical spirit medicine inside felt far from ordinary even at a glance.

"This is no ordinary spirit medicine."

Duke Arsein commented with a slightly stiffened expression after seeing the spirit medicine his daughter had received. It was clearly not ordinary, as even Yuria could sense its exceptional quality.

"Yes, this is a gift celebrating Yuria's victory, so I couldn't prepare something ordinary."

Theodore's response suggested this was only natural. He surely knew the value of this spirit medicine, especially since he had put in the effort to process it himself. Yet he was giving it to her as a gift.

"But take it later. I'll help you absorb the spirit medicine's energy quickly and perfectly."

As Theodore spoke with a gentle smile, Yuria decided to follow her current impulse. Her parents' gaze, her friend's and sister's eyes—none of that mattered. What was most important to her now was facing Theodore while honestly expressing her current emotions.

So Yuria initiated a kiss with Theodore and embraced him, and Theodore accepted her kiss with a smile and held her in his arms.

"My goodness."

The Duchess Arsein laughed as if amused, and Duke Arsein muttered something like "raising a daughter..." with a sense of despair, but that wasn't important. Yuria was even ignoring Lilia's envious gaze at this moment. She was focused solely on her beloved, conscious only of each other.

* * *

Theodore was very satisfied seeing Yuria express her joy by initiating a kiss and embracing him. While he personally enjoyed feeling her soft feminine body against his again, what mattered most was that she was happy with his gift.

Having put effort into processing the highest quality spirit medicine, her joy at his thoughtful gift meant his efforts were worthwhile. After a moment, as their lips parted, Yuria spoke with a slightly trembling voice.

"I feel like I'm receiving too much from you, Theo."

"Honestly, something like spirit medicine isn't nearly as valuable as what you've given me."

Even hundreds or thousands of such spirit medicines couldn't compare to a single strand of Yuria Arsein's hair. Theodore thought this as he caressed Yuria's cheek.

"I've told you many times, haven't I? The value of what you give me is far greater."

Theodore knew that his parents, the Duke and Duchess Skyroad, were extremely cautious about him giving his heart to someone, as he was well aware of his own tendency to maintain distance.

However, he also knew they secretly hoped he would find someone to care deeply about. And now, he had found someone for whom he wanted to do anything.

Theodore Skyroad sincerely congratulated Yuria Arsein on her victory and said:

"And congratulations on your victory, Yuria. I truly feel fortunate that you're my fiancée, my lover."

Ch.147 - {To Return, Or To Stay}
# To Return or To Stay

The victory party proceeded in a rather ordinary fashion.
Everyone congratulated Yuria, and she spent time dining with her lover, family, and friends.

As the celebration ended and night deepened, Duchess Arsein posed a question to Yuria.

"Yuria, what are your plans now?"

"Plans? What do you mean exactly?"

Yuria had an inkling of what her mother was asking, but she sought clarification.
Duchess Arsein approached Yuria, gently stroked her hair, and offered a maternal smile.

"Our daughter has won the championship and gained fame. Isn't it about time you returned home?"

The Duchess, who had opposed Yuria's attendance at Minst Academy from the beginning, now hoped for her return since she had achieved her goal.
Certainly, returning to Jeiha Academy wouldn't pose any problems now.

She had essentially accomplished everything she set out to do at Minst Academy.
If she remained, there would be little to do besides fending off challengers.

'But if I return now...'

She would be fine, but Theodore would likely face complications.

Today, Theodore had announced a collaboration with the Britannia Empire.
What would happen if he immediately returned to the Arkan Empire after making such an announcement?
It would undoubtedly create troublesome gossip.

"Please give me until tomorrow to think about it."

Thus, Yuria requested time to consider.

"Of course, take your time."

As Duchess Arsein conceded, Ashley, who had been eagerly awaiting Yuria's answer, expressed her disappointment.

"I wish Yuria would come back soon..."

It was a natural reaction, as she sincerely wanted Yuria to return.

"Sorry, Ashley. But I probably won't stay the full year."

The tournament, which had been filled with plots to uncover Theodore's identity, became an opportunity for Yuria, and she seized it, achieving her goal earlier than expected.
There was no need to complete an entire academic year, and she thought she would return after this semester at the latest.

"...Sister."

At that moment, Lilia, who had been quietly observing the conversation, called out to Yuria.

"Yes, Lilia."

Yuria smiled at her younger sister.
Though she still felt hurt by Lilia's typically sharp attitude, she was reassured of her sister's love through her support during the match and her presence at this celebration party, making her tone even gentler.

"Could it be that you want to be alone with Brother Theo?"

Yuria flinched involuntarily at Lilia's pointed remark.
It would be a lie to say she hadn't thought about it.
Just then, Theodore, who had been silent, spoke up.

"Yuria, it's getting quite late. Let's hurry and report to His Majesty."

Yuria recognized this as an excuse to extract her from the situation.
While Duchess Arsein was admonishing Lilia with "Lilia, don't tease your sister," Yuria was grateful for Theodore's help as she began to feel embarrassed.

"Yes."

She took Theodore's hand and left together.
Along the way, she noticed Ashley letting out a small laugh, finding the situation amusing, but soon Yuria's view shifted to the interior of Theodore's quarters.

"Thank you for helping me, Theo."

"Lilia seems to enjoy playing quite mischievous pranks."

"...Well, she is at that age."

Yuria said with a slight bitter smile.
Theodore nodded lightly at her words and placed his hand on her shoulder.

"What would you like to do? Should I report to His Majesty alone while you rest?"

"No. Let's do it together."

Yuria gently shook her head at Theodore's suggestion.
Having left under the pretext of reporting to the Emperor, leaving the report solely to him would make her a liar to her family and friends.
Theodore smiled slightly at her persistent conscientiousness in such matters.

"Alright, let's do that. But Yuria, before that, there's something I want to ask you."

"If it's a question... is it about when I'll return?"

"Yes. You said you'd think about it, but I'd like to hear your honest feelings. Do you want to go back, or is there something more you want to do here?"

Yuria pondered Theodore's question for a moment.

'Is there anything I still want to do here?'

She had achieved her goal of gaining fame.
She had even fought and won fairly against Frederick, the strongest at Minst Academy.
The fact that she had proven herself through her own efforts and won was immensely gratifying and proud.

But because of this, her goal, which she had originally planned to take a year to accomplish, had ended too quickly.
It wasn't Theodore's intention; it just happened that the Britannia Empire's plans went awry, allowing her to achieve her goal earlier than expected.

'Staying here and accepting challenges wouldn't be so bad.'

After all, she was the champion.
She had proven herself to be more skilled than any student at Minst Academy, having defeated even Frederick.
This achievement by a second-year exchange student from Jeiha Academy was remarkable enough to make everyone in the Arkan Empire cheer and applaud.
From Minst Academy's perspective, however, it was humiliating that their strongest student, Frederick, had been defeated by a second-year exchange student, even if she was the fiancée of the Chosen One.
The gap in their abilities wasn't insurmountable; Frederick had shown enough skill to give Yuria a tough fight.

'They probably think they can catch up.'

Therefore, there would likely be many students challenging Yuria.
Of course, she had no intention of letting them catch up, and she would continue to grow stronger, but she wasn't sure if that was reason enough to stay.

Watching Yuria's contemplative expression, Theodore offered his suggestion.

"How about this? We return to the Arkan Empire together next weekend."

"Next weekend?"

"Yes. Unless you change your mind by then, let's plan for that. I can handle the transportation issues."

"Yes, thank you."

As Yuria expressed her gratitude, Theodore placed his hand on her cheek and caressed it gently.
Looking at him, Yuria realized that after returning to the Arkan Empire and staying at the Arsein mansion, they wouldn't be able to indulge in each other throughout the night as they did here.

Perhaps that was why she didn't want to return so quickly.
Lilia must have known this and deliberately brought it up.

'Still... I should go back.'

Even after returning, they could find ways to spend time together.
During the day and afternoon, they would train in the same place.
And at night, either Theodore could come to her room, or she could follow him elsewhere—his spatial movement ability offered various possibilities.

Consoling herself with these thoughts, Yuria suddenly realized she hadn't even considered the option of not having sex.

"Well, we should report to His Majesty now."

Though it was late, they needed to report today.
Given the Emperor's character, he wouldn't take issue with not receiving a detailed report immediately, and reporting at this late hour would be appropriate.

'He probably already knows the basic details.'

Yuria also thought the Emperor would have received basic information, making this report largely a formality.
Eventually, Theodore conjured a magical image and knelt on one knee before it.
Yuria also knelt respectfully beside Theodore.

[Hahaha, finally you contact me! Young Lord Skyroad! And Lady Arsein!]

As the Emperor's image appeared, they both immediately greeted him.

"Theodore Skyroad, heir to the Skyroad Duchy, greets Your Majesty, Emperor of the Arkan Empire."

"Yuria Arsein, Grand Duchess of the Arsein Duchy, greets Your Majesty, Emperor of the Arkan Empire."

The Emperor clapped his hands at their respectful greetings.

[Hahaha! I've heard the news! Lady Arsein, congratulations on your victory! How refreshing! Hahaha!]

The Emperor's voice was filled with joy.
He was delighted that Yuria had claimed victory, and as she had expected, he had already been informed of this fact.

[The principal of Jeiha Academy has much to say to Lady Arsein. He feels like giving you a scholarship!]

Yuria thought that even if she returned, things would not be quiet.

Ch.148 - {Unknown Danger}
# Unknown Danger

After the tournament ended, House Artin fell even further into ruin.

The Imperial House of Britannia successfully evaded responsibility by publicly announcing their cooperation with Theodore Skyrod, the Chosen One, while House Artin faced the worst public opinion for discriminating against the Chosen One in his childhood, causing him to leave for the Arkan Empire.

Everyone in the Britannia Empire, regardless of status, condemned House Artin, which now seemed unable to avoid its downfall.

"There's absolutely no way out."

Elliot placed his hand on his forehead in despair. He could see no path to survival.

Though he had three children, Theodore Artin and Reina Artin had gone to the Arkan Empire and even changed their surname to Skyrod. William Artin, the only one remaining, had been committed to a psychiatric ward after having his limbs amputated and becoming a eunuch.

The fate of House Artin, having essentially lost all its children, was predictable.

In these hopeless days, House Artin was quietly losing its influence and declining into an insignificant family.

* * *

A week after the tournament, Theodore and Yuria left Minst Academy and returned to the Arkan Empire. Since they returned to their respective residences—Skyrod Mansion and Arsein Mansion—they couldn't stay together as they had at Minst Academy.

"Brother!"

Judith welcomed Theodore upon his return, running to embrace him. Theodore smiled as he hugged his tomboy sister with her dazzling blonde hair.

"Judith, I told you not to run in the house."

"Yes! I'll remember that! Oh, that makes it the 30th time now!"

Of course, she only meant she'd remember it, not that she would obey, but Theodore just laughed it off. She would probably run in the house again in front of him and laugh about reaching 30 times, but he intended to overlook it as his cute sister's mischief.

"Welcome home."

"Welcome back."

The Duke and Duchess of Skyrod also came out smiling to greet him.

"Welcome home, young master."

The Skyrod family butler, actually sixty years old but appearing to be in his mid-forties, greeted him with the disciplined posture befitting a man who also held a knighthood.

"It's been a while, old man."

Theodore returned his greeting with a smile. There was still one person he hadn't greeted.

"W-welcome home, Brother..."

Theodore smiled gently at the black-haired girl who greeted him modestly in her pretty dress.

"Reina, you don't have to be so awkward."

Theodore spoke in a gentle voice as he lightly placed his hand on Reina's head and stroked it. Reina smiled slightly at his touch. She still seemed unable to shake off the awkward feeling, but she definitely appeared brighter than before.

"Have you been well?"

"Yes, Sister Judith... and both parents have been very kind to me."

Reina smiled shyly. Theodore could sense that Judith had taken good care of her as an older sister.

"Hehe~ Brother, you should see how much I've doted on our cute Reina as her big sister~"

Judith proudly moved closer to Reina and playfully tickled her side.

"Kyah?! S-Sister, stop! Kyahahaha!"

Reina, who had been trying to hold back her laughter, couldn't resist Judith's tickling and burst out laughing. Watching the two sisters getting along so well right in front of him, Theodore felt there was no distance between them. That's why they could play around so freely.

'Well, I guess I need to make an effort too.'

Thinking he should also work on closing the distance with Reina, Theodore addressed both Judith and Reina.

"Is there anything you two would like to eat? Since I've come home after a long time, I'll prepare dinner later."

* * *

For Reina Artin, the days since coming here felt like a dream, though she wasn't completely accustomed to it yet. However, she felt herself gradually getting used to it, especially thanks to her sister Judith's affectionate behavior toward her.

"Kyah?! S-Sister, stop! Kyahahaha!"

When her brother Theodore Skyrod finally returned home and was greeting her, she now accepted Judith's playful teasing with laughter. Theodore, watching them with a smile, asked:

"Is there anything you two would like to eat? Since I've come home after a long time, I'll prepare dinner later."

Was it her imagination that his voice sounded much gentler than before? It seemed as though something had softened his mood, and Reina quickly realized that the reason was Yuria.

'He must have had a good time with Sister Yuria.'

Though still young and naturally a virgin, Reina had received basic sex education. Since she had also been taught about sexual knowledge at the Skyrod mansion, Reina was certain that Theodore and Yuria had frequently had sex. Given their engagement and the obviously good relationship she had observed between them, it wasn't strange at all.

"Brother! Then I want your homemade bouillabaisse!"

"Alright. I'll make that for dinner."

Unlike Judith, Reina hesitated to make a separate request. She worried about causing unnecessary trouble for him after he had just returned home.

'Bouillabaisse is... something we can share, so that should be fine, right?'

So instead of asking for a different dish, Reina said she would also have bouillabaisse.

"I'll have bouillabaisse too."

When the dinner conversation ended, Reina noticed Theodore examining her closely and was puzzled.

"Brother? Is there something on my face?"

"No, I was just wondering if you've been practicing swordsmanship diligently."

As expected, his discerning eye quickly noticed that Reina had recently been learning swordsmanship.

"Yes, I've been learning recently."

Reina felt shy about speaking confidently in front of Theodore. Her skills were far inferior to his, and having only recently begun learning swordsmanship, Reina was still in an unskilled state, not even having properly mastered the basics. She herself felt her many shortcomings, making it impossible to speak confidently in front of an outstanding swordsman like Theodore.

"It's not a bad idea to spend time swinging a sword when your thoughts are complicated."

Theodore placed his hand on Reina's shoulder and said:

"Work hard, and if you need any help, just let me know. As your brother, I'll always be here to help our Reina whenever she needs it."

Reina smiled at Theodore's kind words.

"Yes, Brother."

After this light conversation, Theodore addressed the Duke and Duchess of Skyrod:

"I'll retire to my room for a while."

"Of course. You've just returned after a long time, so take some rest."

"Yes."

* * *

Upon entering his room, Theodore immediately sat down in a chair. Unlike the gentle expression he had shown his family, his face hardened as he looked out the window. He sensed that something was not right.

'Something is happening.'

Theodore couldn't be certain what it was. But he thought that this unsettling force he felt was probably related to the Helminths.

'It's as if it's spread throughout the entire planet to hide its source.'

Theodore sensed the presence of an energy so faint that ordinary people couldn't even detect it, and he realized how difficult it would be to counter it. This force wasn't one that directly affected this world. Rather, it felt like an energy that was calling forth something, as if summoning it.

'I can't guarantee how dangerous that something might be.'

He had a feeling it was calling forth something ominous. To Theodore, it felt as though the world itself was pleading with him to save it.

'I need to prepare.'

Theodore thought he might have to use that power he had hoped would never be necessary. And he needed to prioritize protecting the people he cared about.

'Yuria.'

Theodore thought of his fiancée, from whom he had briefly parted.

'I will definitely protect you.'

Unlike before he went to Minst Academy, she had become someone he absolutely wanted to protect. Theodore steeled his resolve. Even if the threat the Helminths were drawing in was some enormous danger, he would definitely confront and destroy it head-on. And as the Chosen One, he would fulfill his duty and make this world peaceful.

Ch.149 - {Boundaries And Monopoly}
# Boundaries and Exclusivity

When Yuria returned to Jeiha Academy after a long absence, she was greeted with massive cheers.

"Lady Yuria! You're amazing!"

"You're the best, Yuria!"

"Congratulations on your victory!"

"Defeating all those Minst Academy bastards and winning! Truly incredible!"

All the students of Jeiha Academy had gathered together, applauding and cheering for Yuria. Even the professors were smiling contentedly, seemingly impressed by Yuria's achievements during her study abroad at Minst Academy.

'As expected, nothing much has changed since I left too early.'

The Jeiha Academy she returned to after so long hadn't changed much. And since Theodore held the top position in every department except the Divine Studies Department, her position remained as second in the Swordsmanship Department.

"Student Yuria! Welcome back!"

Professor Morten, one of the instructors from the Swordsmanship Department, approached with a smiling face. His expression wasn't merely ceremonial but seemed genuinely unable to stop smiling, likely thrilled about her defeating all the Minst Academy students and winning the tournament.

'Well, His Majesty was also delighted, so it's not strange.'

Yuria recalled her recent report to the Emperor. The memory of the Emperor rejoicing over Yuria's victory late on Friday night, ten days ago, was still vivid.

He was pleased that Yuria Arsein, a second-year student from the Arkan Empire's Jeiha Academy, had defeated all the carefully selected talented students from the Britannia Empire's Minst Academy to win the tournament. Professor Morten's joy at a national student's outstanding achievement in competition with a foreign country resembled the Emperor's reaction.

"Hehe, Yuria. You've become quite popular? You were always popular, but now they might start a religion worshipping you as a goddess?"

Ashley teased, and Yuria slightly shook her head.

"No way. It would be faster for them to start a religion worshipping Theo as a god."

Yuria thought this quite seriously. As much as she was in the spotlight, Theodore would be even more so.

'Now that it's known Theo is truly the Chosen One...'

Of course, Yuria's achievement was historically unprecedented. It would be difficult for another second-year student to accomplish the feat of defeating all the skilled students from the Britannia Empire's top academy. But more important than all that was the revelation that Theodore Skyroad was the Chosen One, the only hope to save the world.

While Yuria would receive additional attention as the fiancée of the Chosen One, it wouldn't compare to Theodore himself.

Especially now that Theodore's past story had been revealed, he would undoubtedly receive even more attention.

'Theo would hate to receive any pity.'

Yuria knew well that Theodore didn't want anyone to pity him because of his past. And in her opinion, Theodore was certainly not someone who deserved pity. Honestly, there was hardly anyone as accomplished as him.

'No one is in a position to pity Theo anyway.'

If anyone had the right to sympathize with Theodore's situation, it would be the Duke and Duchess of Skyroad. But no one else had the right to pity him or treat him as someone unfortunate.

He was already the heir to the Skyroad Duchy, the Chosen One, and in terms of ability, the universally acknowledged strongest at Jeiha Academy. Not just among students, but including professors as well. Perhaps combining all his abilities, he might be the strongest in the Arkan Empire. No, Yuria was certain he was.

"A religion worshipping Lord Theodore as a god would make sense."

Ashley nodded in agreement with Yuria's words, acknowledging that Theodore's position was not one to be pitied. From her perspective, Theodore probably had an unapproachable aura.

'Theo doesn't easily give his affection.'

Yuria now understood more clearly how he drew his boundaries, knowing that once he gave his affection, it grew uncontrollably. He maintained a certain distance even with her friend Ashley, and even with his family, the Duke and Duchess of Arsein and Lilia. To him, they would all just be acquaintances if not for her existence.

"Yuria, by the way, there's been a strange rumor circulating for about a week."

"What kind of rumor?"

Yuria asked as she walked through the academy with Ashley. They seemed to have some time before class and were taking a light stroll together.

"Well... some female students are putting their heads together, planning to seduce Theodore and become his concubines..."

Yuria stopped walking. Touching the handle of the sword at her waist, she felt a single emotion gradually boiling up from within. That emotion was rage.

'How dare they covet what's mine?'

This was the first thought that crossed her mind. As someone who wouldn't share Theodore even with her beloved sister Lilia, Yuria had no intention whatsoever of tolerating other women aiming for his side.

"Which women?"

Yuria asked Ashley, her tone noticeably colder. Sensing the change in her voice, Ashley promptly replied.

"Primarily Abigail from the fourth-year Magic Department, Astoria from the third-year Swordsmanship Department, and Victoire from the third-year Magic Department."

"Okay, I'll remember all three."

Just as Yuria was quietly making her resolution...

"Yuria."

Hearing the familiar voice calling her, Yuria immediately brightened with a smile.

"Theo!"

Theodore, dressed in the Jeiha Academy male student uniform, had approached. Yuria quickly moved toward him, prompting Ashley to let out a "Wow~" followed by a slightly self-deprecating sigh.

"I'm starting to feel like a third wheel..."

And Theodore's sudden action that followed surprised her even more.

"Oh my! You two are so bold!"

* * *

"Theodore Skyroad is the Chosen One!"

"No wonder his abilities were extraordinary, so that was the reason?"

"But isn't he not related by blood to the Skyroad Duchy at all? Can a complete stranger become the heir?"

"I heard that if he has a child with Lady Yuria, the heir will continue by marrying someone with Skyroad blood."

"Ah, that would work then."

Theodore was aware that stories about him were circulating within Jeiha Academy. Many students at the Arkan Empire's Jeiha Academy admired him for holding the top position in every department except Divine Studies.

He knew he had many female followers, but Theodore always maintained clear boundaries, merely showing appropriate courtesy while keeping his distance. He had no personal favor toward any of them.

"Ah, hello, Lord Theodore?"

"Hello, Senior Victoire."

Theodore greeted the third-year female student Victoire with a polite smile and greeting. However, even that small gesture was enough to make her face turn visibly red. Yet despite her rather pretty appearance, Theodore felt no particular emotion.

'Yuria.'

Rather, he found himself wanting to see Yuria. At Minst Academy, they had spent passionate nights together in their lodgings, but that was difficult at Jeiha Academy.

'I should at least go to school with her starting tomorrow.'

Theodore was originally accustomed to moving alone, but somehow he felt a sense of emptiness. It seemed that having Yuria by his side had become so natural to him.

Her smiling face and various expressions automatically came to mind. Her laughter, her voice asking various questions, her seductive voice tempting him—all played in his head as if he were hearing them right beside him. As he kept picturing her various expressions in his mind, Theodore thought it felt like withdrawal symptoms.

'I've fallen hopelessly.'

Yuria Arsein, who had somehow managed to break through the barricade he had set up, was now driving him crazy to the point of experiencing withdrawal symptoms. Beyond her beautiful appearance, it was the impact of her actions, coming at him in ways he never expected.

'She's walking and talking with her friend... but I can't leave her alone.'

With that thought, Theodore headed straight to where Yuria was and called out to her.

"Yuria."

"Theo!"

As Yuria approached him with a bright smile, Theodore immediately pulled her into a tight embrace. This happened inside Jeiha Academy, naturally in full view of many nearby students.
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"Oh my!"

"Lord Theodore embraced her first!"

"They've become so close after studying abroad together!"

When Theodore pulled Yuria into an embrace, exclamations of admiration erupted from those around them.
The relationship between Theodore and Yuria that everyone remembered was one of engagement, but they had never shown any public displays of affection, not even minor ones.

But now Theodore was embracing Yuria in front of everyone.
For Theodore, this was the clearest declaration he could make.

It was a declaration that Yuria Arsein was his woman, and that their relationship was too deep for anyone else to interfere.
However, not everyone would accept this at face value.

"Maybe they've grown closer because they've practically been living together?"

"I wonder if he might consider taking a concubine?"

There were still many who coveted the position of his concubine, but Theodore had no interest in any woman other than Yuria.
Even if the need for a concubine should arise—though that was unlikely—he wouldn't consider any of them for even a moment.

Who could fulfill the conditions of getting Yuria's permission and making his heart waver?
His heart was already completely filled with Yuria alone.
And Yuria wouldn't permit another woman anyway.
Yet there were still those who harbored futile dreams.

"Theo."

Feeling those gazes, Yuria called to him.

"I think we need to make things clear."

Yuria showed no signs of embarrassment or confusion at Theodore's embrace.
The Yuria of the recent past might have reacted differently, but having resolved to take the initiative herself, she showed no embarrassment upon returning to the Arkan Empire, just as she hadn't in the Britannia Empire.
Through her own efforts, she had finally reached a point where she could confidently engage in displays of affection in public without feeling any shame.

And as if to demonstrate the fruits of her efforts even more dramatically, Yuria pressed her pretty lips against Theodore's, initiating a kiss, and Theodore accepted her kiss while pulling her closer.
Their tongues and lips mingled passionately.

"Oh my!"
"B-both of them are so bold."
"Ugh, Lady Yuria..."

The female students watched with flushed faces, unable to tear their eyes away, while the male students showed disappointment at the realization that Yuria's heart belonged completely to Theodore.
Some of them had secretly hoped that Theodore and Yuria might break off their engagement.
Most had given up in advance, considering themselves unworthy compared to Theodore, but there are always those who bet on impossibilities.

They were similar to those who gamble themselves into ruin.
Theodore was also warning them to abandon hope.

After the passionate kiss, Yuria gave Theodore a pretty eye-smile and said:

"Theo, after classes today... could we do what we did over there?"

"Of course. It would be my honor to spend time with you."

What they had done "over there" was obvious.
He had watched over Yuria's swordsmanship, trained her, and afterward they had dinner together and lightly stretched their bodies.
Then after washing up, they would head to bed and have sex, or sometimes they would have sex in the shower while Yuria was still drenched in sweat.
Theodore didn't mind doing it while Yuria was soaked in sweat, but she preferred to wash up first more than six times out of ten, so he usually followed her preference.

Snap—

At that moment, Theodore suddenly slowed the flow of time around them to one-thousandth of its normal speed.

"Theo?"

Yuria looked puzzled as he suddenly used this power, and Theodore abruptly knelt down, lowering his body.
Then he kissed the bare skin of Yuria's thigh exposed beneath her black leather hot pants.

"Ah."

Yuria softly moaned at the stimulation but soon smiled.
Though many students' gazes were directed at them, the situation where she received kisses on her thighs without them seeing seemed strangely stimulating to her.
Theodore, knowing that she had begun to secretly enjoy such things, catered to her tastes.
As his hand reached toward her groin, Yuria quickly began to whimper.

"Haah, ahng, Theo... hnn, hnng!"

As Theodore's hands kneaded and stimulated her appropriately, Yuria's legs visibly weakened.
Theodore immediately stood up and grabbed her waist to prevent her from collapsing.

"Haa~ Theo. Just a moment... may I ask a favor?"

The stimulation seemed to have ignited Yuria's desire, as she trembled and seductively licked her lips while giving him a heated gaze.
This situation, where time flowed at one-thousandth of its normal speed, was one where numerous people were watching yet unable to perceive what was happening.
The fact that she had been caressed in her intimate areas to the point of climax in such a situation seemed to have ignited her lust in a strangely sacrilegious yet possessive way.

"Shall we go somewhere quieter?"

Theodore had no intention of refusing Yuria's morning temptation.
After all, they were practically newlyweds, and if they could, they would have spent all day rolling around exploring each other.

"Yes!"

Thus, while for others hardly any time had passed, the two spent about an hour and thirty minutes together before returning.

* * *

'Haah~'

Yuria felt satisfied with the lingering sensation of pleasure throughout her body.
She was extremely pleased that Theodore now actively initiated sex without her having to drop hints.
In exchange, Yuria felt that her body was becoming more lustful with each passing day, but she didn't mind.

Female warriors were famous for their fertility due to their robust physiques, but their vigorous sexual appetites were especially renowned.
There were jokes about men begging for mercy, unable to keep up with their stamina, but with Theodore, it was Yuria who had never won once.

"Did you hear?"

"Yeah, Lord Theodore publicly embraced Lady Yuria and kissed her."

"And then they suddenly disappeared and reappeared later, so they must have done something together."

"Seeing how Lady Yuria's face was all red afterward, they must have done something naughty, right?"

"No way~ There wasn't enough time."

The rumors were surprisingly close to the truth, but not knowing about the thousand-fold time difference, they quickly dismissed the idea and assumed it was just some light fondling.
What satisfied Yuria most was seeing many of the female students who had witnessed her deep relationship with Theodore hesitantly giving up on becoming his concubine.

'I should send a warning to those who still haven't given up.'

Though Yuria hadn't particularly emphasized it until now, she was the eldest daughter of the Arsein Ducal House.
And while the Arsein Ducal House might be less powerful than the Skyroad Ducal House, it was still one of the three great ducal houses of the Arkan Empire.
This meant that if she wanted to, she could easily wield her power as a duke's daughter.

She had no intention of sharing her fiancé, Theodore Skyroad, with any other woman.
If there were women coveting a position she hadn't even granted to Lilia, she would deliver a clear warning, even if it meant using the power of the Arsein Ducal House.

"Lady Yuria."

She noticed several female students approaching her.
They were second-year students from the Swordsmanship Department whom she recognized by face but wasn't particularly close with.
From the beginning, her interests differed from those of other noble ladies her age, and her only trusted friend was Ashley, her childhood playmate.

"What is it?"

Yuria asked, carefully moderating her tone to appear neither too arrogant nor too approachable.

"In sincere admiration and praise of Lady Yuria's achievements that have elevated the names of the Arkan Empire and Jeiha Academy, we would like to hold a modest party... It would be an honor if you could attend the party hosted by our student council this Saturday."

"I appreciate the thought, but I must decline."

"Pardon?"

They looked surprised, clearly not expecting a rejection.

"I have a date planned with Theo, just the two of us. I'm sorry."

"I understand, Lady Yuria."

After Yuria rejected them citing her date with Theodore, the female students slightly bowed their heads and hastily retreated.

'Their intentions weren't good.'

For others, rejecting a party hosted by the student council might be considered an insult.
But as the eldest daughter of the Arsein Ducal House, she was an exception.
Moreover, Yuria had never been fond of such parties and wouldn't don a party dress unless it was an important event connected to the imperial family or involving her family's interests.

'Perhaps I should visit the student council directly and deliver a gentle warning?'

She had heard that some of the female students in the student council were among those coveting the position of Theodore's concubine, so it might be good to give them a warning.
At least there wouldn't be any fools like William Artin who couldn't understand what people were saying.

Without realizing it herself, Yuria, filled with vigilance and possessiveness, was emanating a sharper aura than usual.
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The Artin Duchy.
Once boasting the greatest prosperity in the Britannia Empire, this family has now completely fallen.

"Out of respect for the Artin Duchy's history, we will not immediately demote their title, but we will reclaim the privileges that were granted to the duchy..."

The Artin Duchy managed to keep its name.
However, everyone knew that it was merely an empty shell.

Like carving the name "eagle" onto a small chick—such was the difference between name and reality...

Elliot couldn't even maintain his position as the head of the Artin Duchy.
In the end, he lost even his position as family head to a distant nephew.

'It's over.'

Elliot felt his life was completely finished. Despite being the father who had given birth to the savior who would save the world, he was now despised by everyone, and he believed there was no hope left.
Yet he didn't consider suicide.

There was money sent by an anonymous someone, and since he was still treated with respect as the former head of the Artin Duchy, his life wasn't particularly difficult.
However, it was utterly disheartening to have lost all social influence, living like a recluse who only read newspapers and books, occasionally taking walks.

His nephew, who had become the current head of the family, continued to provide support without interruption—covering William's medical expenses and more—as if watching someone's reaction.
Elliot vaguely understood the general flow of things.

'Probably because of Reina.'

Seress would sob every day saying she missed Theodore and Reina, but Elliot realized that his current life itself was likely the last favor Reina was bestowing upon him.
More precisely, Theodore's side was probably providing support for Reina's sake.

'How pathetic.'

Feeling even more miserable because of this, Elliot regretted his past actions over and over again.
But he had already regretted countless times, and he could only accept reality.

* * *

More than two months had passed since Theodore and Yuria returned, and winter was approaching.
Not only in the Sran Empire located in the north, but also in the Britannia Empire and the Arkan Empire, people's attire was changing due to the approaching cold.

However, Yuria was dressed as usual, as she had reached a level of mastery that gave her resistance to cold and heat, allowing her to cope with both hot and cold weather.
Theodore, who was far above her level, needn't be mentioned.

'It's getting worse.'

Theodore had already identified that an unknown force covering the entire continent was trying to summon something.
But despite constant searching, he couldn't find where it was happening, and he had no choice but to wait until signs of the summoning appeared.

'Something ominous is certainly going to happen.'

Since it was clear that something ominous would occur, Theodore couldn't let go of his tension.
Therefore, he contacted not only the Arkan Empire but also the Britannia Empire and the Sran Empire directly, warning them to prepare for an emergency while focusing on pursuing the Helminths.

However, finding the highest-ranking Helminths in hiding was not easy.
The Helminths, fearing Theodore, had become even more careful about concealing themselves.

'I can roughly guess what they're trying to summon.'

Yuria, noticing Theodore's serious expression as he frequently gazed at the sky, asked him:

"Theo, are you anxious?"

Yuria gently took Theodore's hand and asked in her beautiful voice, and Theodore turned his gaze from the sky to her and said:

"Anxious... that's accurate. Yes, I'm anxious. It seems like something ominous is about to happen."

Yuria quietly held Theodore's hand at those words.
Theodore felt his mind becoming more peaceful just from her warmth.

* * *

Inside a dark cave with blazing fire pits installed throughout.

In this hideout, the most secretive place on the continent, created with utmost effort, six highest-ranking Helminths gathered, smiling as they anticipated the approaching day.

"Finally, the day has come for our long-cherished wish to be fulfilled."

Creed, a man with gray hair, said with a smile.
He was trying to suppress his excitement, but his rising corners of his mouth revealed how happy he was right now.

"Hehe, that's right! The time has finally come!"

Dusta, a man with purple hair and sharp features, couldn't contain his satisfied laughter either.
Normally he would have shown a sharp demeanor, but at this moment, even he was sharing in the joy.

"The work is done, and now we just have to wait! Judgment Day is approaching. It's been such a long, long time."

Jaysen, a man with light brown hair and gentle features, said with a calm expression.

"Even if the Judgment Day project is on the verge of success, we shouldn't let our guard down. Even if the Chosen One cannot stop the end and rebirth of this world once the project succeeds, we don't know what they might do before then."

Naomi, an elegant beauty with black hair and light brown eyes, spoke calmly.
She was emphasizing the need for thorough preparation, saying it was too early to celebrate victory.

"But even the Chosen One won't be able to stop our tens of millions of comrades, so once the plan succeeds, it will be over."

"And after we succeed in eliminating the Chosen One, this generation's Saint Judith Skyroad, and the world-blessed Yuria Arsein and Lilia Arsein will also fall into our hands."

Luina, a woman with a sweet voice, continued after Naomi's words. She was a gentle-looking beauty with brown hair and blue eyes, and she too kept smiling.

"Securing Yuria Arsein and Lilia Arsein, which we failed to do before. And securing Saint Judith Skyroad has been delayed considerably, but it will eventually happen."

"But their necessity for bringing about the end has diminished, so we can just take them after the end."

Ezra, a man with blue hair, continued.
Being the most cautious among them, he sat calmly while everyone else was caught up in the excitement.

"If we had gotten our hands on the three earlier, we could have brought about the end sooner."

"Indeed. That's still a bit regrettable even now."

As they shared their regrets, Creed spoke again.

"Now then, let's all savor this moment as our long-cherished wish finally approaches."

There were four months left until the activation of the Judgment Day project.

* * *

The force covering the world was a power meant to draw in something unknown.
And when April came after winter had passed, Theodore realized the nature of that power.

"It has finally revealed its purpose."

The energy that had spread throughout the world for over half a year, hiding its source, had finally completely revealed its purpose.

Sensing that something was approaching this world... this planet, Theodore immediately rose to his feet.
Then, sending emergency signals not only to each empire but also to Duke Skyroad and the Arsein Duchy, informing them of the emergency, he immediately sent a message to everyone.

- Something is approaching from space. Expect large-scale Helminth activity, so be prepared.

After issuing this warning, Theodore quickly scanned his surroundings.

He could see the students of Jeiha Academy, oblivious to the situation, joking around and chatting playfully.
It was a familiar scene to Theodore.

"Theo."

The message had also reached Yuria.
As she approached him with a stern expression, Theodore said:

"Yuria, I'll be back shortly."

"...Yes. I believe you'll handle it cleanly and return."

Rather than expressing worry, Yuria showed her trust.
She believed that Theodore would return safely, even handling the enemy cleanly.

"Right. I'll be back."

It was clear that the Helminths had prepared some trump card.
And while he had a rough idea of what form that trump card might take, Theodore wasn't tense.

'You're not the only ones who've been saving a trump card.'

Just as the Helminths might use any means, he too had to prepare a trump card.
And perhaps today, he might need to use that power.

With that thought, Theodore quickly deployed various protective barriers around his body, then instantly traversed space to move high into the sky.
Then, moving beyond the atmosphere into outer space, he manipulated the flow of time around himself.

'I'll shatter your pathetic schemes.'

With the determination not to let things go according to the Helminths' plans, Theodore could see an enormous object gradually approaching Earth.
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'It's like a meteor.'

It looked just like a meteor.
But Theodore knew that the massive meteor contained countless Helminth eggs.
Inside were numerous parasitic eggs preparing to infect humans as their hosts.

And if that thing fell to this world, it would certainly cause tremendous chaos.

Although they couldn't parasitize those who wielded ki, there were methods that worked even on ki users, as demonstrated by the highest-ranking Helminths.
Like the attempt to control Cynthia by forcibly amplifying the negative aspects of her mind when she was heartbroken after Creed's pathetic defeat to Yuria in the tournament.

'If even 100 of those numerous Helminths succeed in evolving into higher species.'

It would be catastrophic.
Even if people weren't completely dominated by becoming hosts through parasitism, if their dark aspects were forcibly amplified, essentially reducing them to puppets, massive chaos would ensue.

For example, if the negative emotions of the Britannia Empire's Emperor were amplified, he would become an insane tyrant.

'I won't let such a thing happen.'

With that thought, Theodore reached out toward the unimaginably massive meteor.
If it fell to the planet, even if many fragments burned up in the atmosphere, its sheer size meant the impact itself would be a major disaster.
In that case, the solution was to completely annihilate it without a trace.

"You can't do that."

And in time slowed to 1/1000th of normal, someone Theodore wasn't controlling moved and spoke.

"So you've appeared."

Theodore gazed coldly at the figure that had appeared.
The monster with hideous features adorned with golden decorations had a humanoid head and body structure, but its appearance was so grotesque that no one would mistake it for human.
Sharp teeth, blade-like protrusions on its arms, and bizarre forms throughout its body that somehow resembled yet didn't resemble an insect—all revealed its identity immediately.

"A highest-ranking Helminth?"

It was undoubtedly a being that had achieved the highest evolution among Helminths.
This must be the culprit leading this meteor to their world.

'It's strong.'

Theodore seriously gathered his power as he faced this being whose presence was far more powerful than the Helminths in their world.
Though he was using various powers to protect his body in the vacuum of space, he could also demonstrate the destructive power he had intended to use to destroy the massive meteor.

'The power I should use now is...'

Theodore drew his sword. His ki enveloped the blade, transforming it into a sword radiating dazzling light.
Similar to plasma, it contained power that could cut through matter using extreme heat.

"The adversary chosen by this world to stop us, no, to stop me."

The highest-ranking Helminth muttered.
Despite being in space, its voice came through clearly, and Theodore recognized the barrier surrounding it as a power that allowed it to survive and move freely in the vacuum of space.

'So, unlike me, it can't survive in space with just its bare body.'

Though not certain, even the possibility was valuable information.
But there would be no need to confirm it.

'Because I'll kill it before then.'

With that thought, Theodore swung the sword in his hand.
When the blue plasma-wrapped sword was swung toward the highest-ranking Helminth, it met the attack head-on.
Despite being in space, Theodore's swordsmanship was no different than on a planet.
He overcame the constraints of moving in space through his own powers, enabling him to move as quickly and powerfully as on a planet.
Yet the highest-ranking Helminth blocked his attack directly with the blades on its arms and grinned.

"Interesting!"

It moved as if completely unaffected by time flowing at 1/1000th speed, and Theodore realized this enemy would be more troublesome than any he had faced before.
With that in mind, Theodore launched a variety of attacks.

His sword unleashed attacks imbued with all kinds of profound techniques, and as they exchanged blows, Theodore became certain.

'This one has extensive combat experience.'

It was truly in a different league from the highest-ranking Helminths in their world.
In fact, comparing them would be an insult.
The highest-ranking Helminths in their world were parasitic Helminths of a certain caliber that had rapidly evolved after taking humans as hosts.

'Unlike them, this one completed its evolution before coming to our world.'

He understood after just a brief exchange that this wasn't simply a creature that had grown stronger through evolution.
It was a being that had gained rich practical experience through countless battles with powerful opponents.

Though it seemed to wildly swing the blades on its arms, each attack contained exquisite technique.
While blocking all of Theodore's attacks and occasionally looking for counterattack opportunities, Theodore asked:

"You seem to have lived quite a long time?"

It was a question aimed at extracting information from his opponent, though Theodore didn't expect much.
If the opponent didn't answer, there would be no gain, but no loss either.
And if it did answer, he could obtain information, whether true or false.

"That's right. By your standards, I've lived for hundreds of years. You're strong despite not having lived long."

From this exchange, Theodore confirmed his suspicion.

'This creature definitely knows about our world.'

Saying "by your standards, hundreds of years" meant it knew their time standards.
He had suspected this when it first addressed him in their world's language, but now Theodore was certain.

'The fact that it knows without having visited the planet means there must be some connection.'

Either it could communicate remotely, or like that Creed fellow, it had already infiltrated their world with some kind of avatar...

'But that changes nothing.'

As the chosen one, he would not allow the end to come.
In his childhood, there were times when he thought he wouldn't care if the end came, but now he had too many obligations, responsibilities, and family to protect to think that way.

'Time is short.'

Though he had slowed the meteor's approach to 1/1000th speed, it would still be dangerous if not removed quickly.
Of course, he would have enough time to deal with the meteor after defeating the enemy before him, but it would be better to handle it as soon as possible.
There was always the possibility of unexpected situations.

"Hey, my name is Theodore Skylord. What's yours?"

Theodore revealed his name and asked for his opponent's while continuing to swing his plasma sword.
The enemy before him continued to block Theodore's attacks while exchanging blows and answered:

"My name is Rage. But what good will knowing it do you?"

"I plan to remember it after I kill you."

After saying this, Theodore suddenly launched an attack with great force before retreating to create distance.

"Kill me? Do you think you can stop Judgment Day?"

Rage didn't bother to follow when Theodore backed away.
He simply stood in place and asked the question.

"Judgment Day? What a name you've given it. But it doesn't matter."

Theodore said this while extending his left arm to the side.

"The ones who will be judged and die are not this world, but you all."

Theodore declared this in an eerily calm voice, as if stating the obvious.
In response to his declaration, Rage smiled with his hideous face.

"Well, let's test whether that will be the case!"

As Rage said this and swung his sharp blade, Theodore didn't defend with his sword.
He raised his left arm to block.

"Hmm?"

But Rage's blade, which had even blocked the plasma sword, couldn't cut through Theodore's left arm.
A snow-white protective gear resembling gauntlets and vambraces covered Theodore's left arm.
Rage hesitated, feeling intimidated as his attack was easily blocked.

"Don't worry, I won't drag this out. I'm a busy man, after all."

As Theodore finished his declaration, pure white armor enveloped his entire body, covering him completely.
The snow-white armor covered his entire body, with a pure white cape attached to his back.
He looked like a white knight straight out of children's stories.

"Now it's time to end this."

Wearing full-body armor that completely covered even his face, Theodore swung his blue, blazing plasma sword.
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Theodore's sword swung, and Helminth-Rage's head was separated from his body.

"!"

Before Rage could even scream, his eyes widened in shock, but Theodore didn't stop there.
He sliced Rage's body into countless pieces while simultaneously drawing in magical power to ensure not a single cell remained, completely annihilating him.

'I've eliminated him. However...'

Even after destroying Rage, Theodore confirmed that no trace of his presence could be detected in the vicinity.
Yet he couldn't be completely confident that he had dealt with him permanently.
Especially since Rage wasn't just from beyond the universe but also possessed knowledge about their world, he might have already infiltrated their world through some unknown means.

'But for now, the priority is getting rid of this.'

Theodore gazed at the massive meteorite slowly approaching their planet, despite Rage's interference being removed.
If that meteorite—over 700 meters in diameter—were to break through the atmosphere and strike the ground, it would cause devastation severe enough to physically bring about the end of the world.
The arch-mages on the ground would likely manipulate gravity or use other methods to reduce the impact force, but even with such significant weakening, they couldn't avoid massive casualties.

'If the meteorite's impact force is reduced, that means more Helminths hiding inside would survive.'

The Helminth eggs and smaller parasites within the meteorite would quickly escape and spread throughout the world.
However, many would perish in the impact.
For the Helminths, those who couldn't evolve into higher species were merely expendable.

"Instead of breaking it, I'll make it disappear without a trace."

Theodore expanded the range of the same attack he had used to annihilate Rage, completely erasing the meteorite without leaving any trace.
With the interference gone, erasing the meteorite wasn't particularly difficult.

In the soundless vacuum of space, the meteorite—slowed to 1/1000th of its original speed—disappeared without resistance, leaving no trace behind.
After dealing with the meteorite, Theodore quickly returned to the ground.

* * *

News that the massive meteorite hovering in the sky had vanished without a trace reached the Helminths as well.

"What is this?"

"No way?!"

The meteorite that was supposed to bring judgment day to this world had disappeared without a trace.
And the Helminths could only think of one person capable of such a feat.

"Theodore Skylord!"

"The Chosen One!"

"Who would have thought the Chosen One would go into space to prevent Judgment Day!"

This was like a bolt from the blue for the highest-ranking Helminths who had been expecting judgment day to approach, bringing an end to this world and beginning a new one.

"We cannot end in failure like this."

Luina bit her lip in frustration as she spoke.
The Chosen One's power seemed to have grown beyond their imagination, but the more troubling issue was his terrifying detection ability.
To think he could detect a meteorite coming from space and prepare for it in advance!
If they hadn't conducted the ritual to draw in the meteorite filled with their brethren's eggs using the entire world as the focal point, they would have been in danger.

"This cannot be the end."

Dusta gritted his teeth and clenched his fist.
How long had they waited for this plan?
And now it had been thwarted in a way they never anticipated.

It was unbelievable that a human could detect a meteorite approaching from beyond space, venture into the cosmos, and completely annihilate it.
Indeed, it was the fearsome power befitting the Chosen One prophesied to prevent the apocalypse.

'If only he didn't exist, the end would have already been easily achieved.'

Anger filled the hearts of all six Helminths gathered here.
The flames of rage toward Theodore were burning fiercely.
If only he didn't exist, this world would have met its end and been reborn as a new world.

A new world where countless Helminths would live and reproduce.
A world where humans would merely serve as materials to evolve Helminths.

'He ruined everything. Damn it.'

Now that even Project Judgment Day had failed because of Theodore Skylord, their plans to bring about the end had been pushed far into the future.
No, the possibility of success had become slim.

"Let's discuss what we should do now."

Naomi spoke in a more subdued voice than usual.

"I can't think of any solution."

The blue-haired man, Ezra, immediately followed her words.
He couldn't think of any way to resolve the current situation, and his voice seemed tinged with despair.

"Hmm."

Unlike his usual self, Creed didn't say anything and only let out a groan.
That's how bad their current situation was—a worst-case scenario they couldn't have imagined.

"Don't worry, my young brethren."

At that moment, an unfamiliar voice was heard in the place where only the six Helminths had gathered.
The six Helminths jumped up in surprise and quickly looked around.

"Who are you? Reveal yourself."

Dusta spoke with a growling voice, preparing for battle.

"My, my, it seems my young brethren are quite startled."

Then, another Helminth revealed himself in the meeting place of the six.
A hideous Helminth appeared before them, but his form was unlike any they had seen before.
The Helminth, adorned with golden decorations throughout, exuded a strength that felt on a different level from theirs, even standing right in front of them.

"Could it be?"

All six Helminths present recalled one fact.
They were indeed the most highly evolved Helminths in this world.
However, the unchangeable truth was that they too had started from eggs.

Then where did those eggs come from?

The answer was from beyond space.
Like the meteorite this time, a small meteorite that had traveled from the distant universe long ago exploded in mid-air, and the Helminth eggs scattered on the ground successfully reproduced, making this world aware of the existence of extraterrestrial invaders.
And whether it was through the intervention of the planet's god or just the will of the world, the Chosen One was born from the world's desperate wish to eliminate them.

Of course, there would have been Helminths who had already completed their evolution on other planets beyond space.
The Helminth who had sent them here...

"Yes. I sent you here, my young brethren."

Helminth-Rage looked at the six Helminths, his fellow kind, with a hideous face and a grin.

"But you're in a sorry state. Hiding in fear, what a sight."

"T-That's..."

Even the hot-tempered Dusta couldn't muster the courage to respond to the mocking words. The being before them was a Helminth who had lived far longer than they had, and they couldn't know how many evolutions he had undergone.

"I'm sure I sent you that power I stole from the previous planet? It seems you didn't dare to use it?"

"Well... it was more suitable for humans than Helminths..."

Rage nodded as he looked at the young brethren who lowered their heads in excuse.

"Yes. I, who was in space, have disappeared without a trace. Drawing in the meteorite to gather our brethren based on the mission implanted in us Helminths was a good plan, but it seems Project Judgment Day needs to change direction and continue."

Luina looked at him with an expectant expression and asked:

"Do you perhaps have a way to continue Judgment Day?"

"Yes, I do."

"Oh!"

"Then!"

Rage spoke to the six Helminths who brightened up:

"But for that, the sacrifice of brethren is necessary."

"What?!"

"N-No way?!"

"W-Wait!"

Before the six stunned Helminths could say anything more, tentacles extended from Rage, opened wide, and devoured them.
It happened so suddenly that the six Helminths couldn't even finish their last words before becoming Rage's food.

"I suppose the blow I took from him was too severe. I'm sorry, my young brethren."

The dead brethren who had already become his food and transformed into his nutrients couldn't respond to his apology.

"Still, you grew up well. Thanks to you, I was able to come here. That alone means you fulfilled your role. Rest assured and watch from the afterlife as this world meets its end."

After saying this, Rage gradually transformed into a human form.
Hiding his original appearance, his human form had black hair and black eyes with a handsome face that somehow resembled Theodore or William.
This was probably because he was deeply conscious of Theodore, who would become his nemesis.

"Now then, shall I go find the suitable owner for this power?"
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Lilia Arsein, a dazzling beauty with flowing silver hair, knew all too well that Theodore and Yuria's relationship had been deepening recently. She'd heard that even after returning to the Arkan Empire, the two were practically inseparable at Jeiha Academy.

'I can imagine what they're like at the academy.'

The bond between them was incredibly solid. She knew herself that it was already impossible to receive Theodore's love. She had already made her decision and accepted this reality.

'But I hate that I barely get to see him.'

She was six years younger than Theodore and Yuria. By the time she would be old enough to enter the academy, they would have long since graduated.

'If I were even just three years older, I could have attended the academy with Brother Theodore, even if only briefly...'

And she understood perfectly well what it meant that Theodore and Yuria spent almost every day together. Unlike their daily life at Minst Academy, where they essentially lived together despite having separate mansions, now they would go out together every evening and spend time at each other's homes even after returning to their respective houses.

Neither the Skyroad Duchy nor the Arsein Duchy prevented Theodore and Yuria from behaving this way. They might conceive a child, but even if Yuria had to take a break from the academy for that reason, it wouldn't be a problem for her. From the perspective of both duchies, they would actually welcome it, as Yuria needed to bear at least two children for the family's continuation.

'Father would probably cry with joy saying, "I'm getting a grandchild," though.'

Lilia knew that the Arsein Duke was disappointed that she maintained her distance and didn't act cute with him, but she honestly hated being treated like a child. She secretly resented her parents' childish treatment and wanted to prove herself as a grown woman. Otherwise, Theodore would also treat her like a child, and that would become the norm...

Both daughters seemed to make their father feel inadequate by keeping their distance, starting with their dislike of hugs, but he seemed to hope that having grandchildren might alleviate some of his sorrow as the head of the family.

'If my sister bears Theodore's child... I could love it as if it were my own.'

The problem was whether she would even be allowed a position to give that love. Would the two of them permit her to be part of their space at all?

Their relationship was impenetrably solid, which left Lilia feeling conflicted. Perhaps the fear that she wouldn't even be allowed to watch from the sidelines was taking root in her heart.

'There's still time...'

Both Theodore and Yuria had said they wouldn't have children until after graduating from the academy. They planned to have children after they were settled, so there was time until then. And by the time a child was born, she would be 19 years old.

'I'll have to do my best until then.'

She was determined to somehow close the distance and secure at least a place to watch over them from the sidelines.

- Are you really satisfied with just that?

A voice whispered in Lilia's ear.

"...Who's there?"

Lilia asked calmly.
The sudden voice was clearly not normal, and truthfully, she was afraid. But rather than trembling in fear, she focused on calmly assessing the situation while preparing to send an emergency signal if necessary.

- It's hard to continue talking because of this barrier, so I'll get straight to the point. Don't you envy your sister?

"Envy?"

- Exactly what I said. I asked if you envy your sister. What if you could take your sister's place?

"My sister's place?"

- Yes. Not Yuria Arsein, but Lilia Arsein—you becoming Theodore Skyroad's fiancée and receiving his love. How would that feel?

Lilia inadvertently imagined herself as Theodore's lover by his side. It was such a happy vision that she couldn't help but smile at the thought. But she knew reality.

"So you're saying you can make that happen?"

- Yes. What do you think?

"I refuse."

It was certainly tempting and seductive, but Lilia didn't trust the voice speaking to her.

"Why should I trust you when I don't even know what you are?"

The voice fell silent for a moment at Lilia's words.

- You refuse? Then I'll have to force you.

But the voice immediately took action.

"Ugh!"

Lilia felt something dark infiltrating her inner self. She bit her lip hard as she felt the energy spreading within her body like black tentacles.

It seemed to be forcibly amplifying the negative emotions inside her. She could feel her hostility toward Yuria growing involuntarily.

'Sister.'

The image of Yuria Arsein appeared in her mind. While she had always felt some jealousy toward Yuria's perfect beauty and figure—already complete despite being only six years older—her hostility had never been this intense. At the same time, her desire to take Yuria's place beside Theodore Skyroad grew stronger.

- How about now? Has your thinking changed a bit?

"This is annoying."

Lilia said, biting her lip until it bled.

"Who are you to manipulate my emotions as you please?"

Lilia Arsein was furious. But it wasn't because of the attempt to artificially increase her jealousy toward Yuria and make her hate her beloved sister.

It was rage against this disgusting parasite that dared to reduce her love for Theodore to mere desire.

- W-what?!

For the first time, the voice sounded flustered. The dark energy that had infiltrated her veins, making them visibly black, was now being blocked by something invisible, preventing it from exerting its power.

'This is!'

Lilia Arsein sneered at the voice and said:

"And above all, I never gave up in the first place."

There was a determination in the 15-year-old girl's voice that was far too strong for her age. That alone showed how firm her resolve was.

"So stop your annoying games and disappear forever."

The voice responded to Lilia's words.

- You think that's how it will end? Both you and Yuria Arsein will have to become materials for the new world. Like that...

"That's enough."

At that moment, the voice Lilia most wanted to hear reached her ears. It was Theodore Skyroad, appearing with a cold expression. He had come immediately after sensing her crisis.

"Brother Theodore!"

"Wait just a moment, Lilia."

With just a casual wave of Theodore's hand, the dark energy that had infiltrated Lilia's veins, making them visibly black, vanished without a trace.

- Aaaaargh!

Simultaneously, the voice that had been speaking to her disappeared with a final agonized scream.

'It's gone.'

Feeling the voice vanish, Lilia looked at Theodore.

'Ah.'

She suddenly realized that at this moment, it was just the two of them—herself and Theodore—alone together. For Lilia, this was at least a partial fulfillment of what she had always dreamed of.

* * *

"Grrrr..."

Even after more than four months of being confined in the psychiatric ward, William was still grinding his teeth in rage.

'Just you wait, Theodore! Just you wait, doctor!'

William still hadn't given up on his thoughts of killing the doctor who refused to release him. And he hadn't abandoned his plans to kill Theodore Skyroad afterward and reclaim everything that had been taken from him(?).

His fame and status as the chosen one, and his desire to possess both Yuria Arsein and Lilia Arsein sisters.

'Judith Skyroad, and the Arsein Duchess too, while I'm at it. Hehehe.'

It would be truly enjoyable to have the Arsein Duke, Yuria, and Lilia all lined up for his amusement. As William tried to imagine the pleasure of enjoying both mother and daughters simultaneously, he grimaced again at his own non-functional appendage.

"Aaaaargh!"

And he let out another howl.
Fantasizing alone and then howling was the cycle of activities he repeated.

"A useful test subject."

As William Artin continued this routine, displaying the behavior of a madman who clearly belonged in a psychiatric ward, an unfamiliar visitor approached him.

"Aaaaaaaaaah!"

William screamed in terror.
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"Mo-monster! Save meee!"

It was because of the hideous monster that had appeared before him.

"Tsk, someone might think I'm trying to kill you."

The hideous monster that had revealed itself clicked its tongue while looking at William.

"I've only come to make you a good offer, so let's talk quietly."

"A-a good offer?"

William, though trembling with fear, became interested at the mention of a good offer.
If it had been the old him, he wouldn't have shown any interest in such a proposal.
But now, he was desperate enough to listen to an offer from such a monster.

As one of the Chosen, he had lived a more glorious life than anyone else, always indulging in pleasure, and was a special being that no one dared to touch carelessly.
Though he was revered as the hero who would save the world, he had no intention of saving it.
How to save the world, or whether he had the power to do so, didn't matter to him.

In fact, he knew it himself.
He didn't have the power to save the world.
The one with the power to save the world wasn't him but his twin brother, Theodore Artin... or rather, Theodore Skyroad.

But so what?
Even if the world was saved, it would be meaningless if he suffered any loss.

So he was the real Chosen One.
He had to be the Chosen One.
Nothing else could ever be acknowledged.

It was an extremely selfish and self-centered thought, but to William Artin, all of this was natural.
He had never known what it meant to yield or to be considerate since birth.

'If you help me, even if you're a devil, I'll grant whatever you want as long as I don't suffer any loss—that's still valid.'

That's why William looked at the monster with anticipation.
Hoping that it might be able to help him somehow, he prayed that he could leave this mental ward and get his revenge.
However, what the monster proposed next was beyond his imagination.

"What you want is revenge, right? To kill Theodore Skyroad, to reclaim the position he stole from you. And to possess Yuria Arsein, that woman. Am I right?"
"Y-yes! And if possible, I'd like to have Lilia Arsein too. Hehe, and their mother as well, Judith Skyroad—it would be perfect to enjoy them all in a row. Damn it."

William, who had been speaking excitedly, quickly calmed down when he realized he couldn't feel sexual excitement.
Facing William, who was once again despairing over his sexual impotence, the monster made an offer.

"I'll help you. I'll give you the power to take revenge on that guy. And I'll also solve the problem of your disabled reproductive organ."

"R-really? Theodore must have made it incurable?"

William asked with a trembling voice if it was true that his sexual function could be restored.

"There's a way. It's possible."

The monster gave William a definite answer that it was possible.

"Th-then! Give me power!"

The monster made a mocking expression at William's behavior, demanding power without even checking what would be required in return.
But William overlooked this point.
He still thought it was only natural for others to give to him.
He thought that after receiving a favor upfront, he could decide on his own terms whether to return it or not.

Mocking his comfortably drawn conclusion, the monster said:

"Very well. I'll restore your reproductive function. Then it will be possible to make all those women bear your children."

"Ha, hahahahaha!"

William burst into maniacal laughter.
He was already imagining killing Theodore and seeing Yuria Arsein pregnant with his child.
He imagined Lilia Arsein, Judith Skyroad, and the Duchess Arsein all carrying his children, and despite his current sexual impotence, he felt anticipation at the thought that it would soon be restored.

'Finally!'

Even in his sexually disabled state, he felt excitement at the thought of being able to freely enjoy Yuria Arsein's perfect and beautiful body.
He felt an insane anticipation that the woman who had found the wrong master would finally become his—her rightful owner.

'I should also punish those who were insolent to me.'

William was already imagining standing over Theodore's corpse, inflicting all kinds of punishments on Yuria, and seeing her begging for forgiveness.
Just imagining it made him feel satisfied.

'Reina Artin, I'll make you pay for daring to betray me.'

A sinister look appeared in William's eyes as he thought of Reina.
He was thinking of punishing her for daring to betray(?) him, her brother, and making her atone for her sins by serving him for life.
Though he had begun to harbor twisted desires even for his own sister, he felt no hesitation about it.

"Then shall I take it that you accept the proposal?"

The monster asked William, who was lost in his imagination, for confirmation.

"Yes! Give me power, and restore my body to its original state! And I'll kill that Theodore and make all those women mine! Hahahahaha!"

"Very well, I'll take that as acceptance."

And with that, dark energy began to penetrate William's body.
Having been confined to a mental ward with his limbs amputated, William laughed maniacally as the energy spread from his torso throughout his entire body.
He could already feel power overflowing in his body.

"Hahahahaha! Finally! Finally! The time has come!"

William thought of the first target of his revenge.
That target wasn't Theodore Skyroad.

'First, I'll kill that doctor!'

He would first kill that crazy doctor who had confined him to this mental ward!
As William was making this resolution, he tried to see his arms and legs regenerating.

"Wh-what?"

However, his arms and legs weren't regenerating normally.
New arms and legs were growing where they should be, but their form was far from that of normal human limbs.

"Aaaah!"

They were truly monstrous arms.
William screamed at the sight of arms that, starting with sharp claws, resembled human arms but were clearly monstrous in form.
And on his arms were long tentacles, which were additional body parts that moved according to his will.

"Your reproductive ability has also been restored. From now on, you can reproduce by inserting those tentacles into women's bodies to inject eggs."

"Y-you're insane! How is this my original body?! Y-you tricked me!"

"I give you power, and instead of being grateful, you act like this. How arrogant for a mere test subject."

Then the monster placed something against William's body.
It was something in the form of a small sphere, and the moment it touched William's body, black energy began to envelop his entire body.

"Aaaaargh!!!"

And within the black energy, William began to writhe in agony, screaming in pain.
He was feeling pain beyond imagination throughout his entire body again.
Though his arms and legs had taken on a monstrous form, he could move them freely, and he rose from his bed in the ward, writhing in agony as the monster watched with satisfaction.

"Success. This should be enough."

William Artin had a body suitable for accepting this power.
However, Rage, the monster, had no intention of completely handing over the power to this man.

'The best thing is to make him a host.'

But even if he made him a host, if William's existence was erased and a new Helminth took his place, this power would become unusable.
To use this power, which he had obtained after defeating the one who was in charge of the final defense on the previous planet, a human existence had to remain.
Therefore, Rage had thought of a solution to this problem.

'It's simple.'

It was for him to merge with William Artin.
William Artin's weak will would occupy only a small part of him.
William Artin would not be able to handle his enormous existence, so he would only serve as a tool to enable the use of this power.

"You were a successful test subject, William Artin."

With those final words, Rage approached the black energy himself, and soon his entire body was swallowed by it.

"Aaaaargh!!!"

At the same time, William's screams grew louder.
But his screams didn't escape the room.
This room was already completely concealed.

'Th-this isn't right! This isn't what I wanteeeed!'

Belatedly, William wailed and regretted accepting the monster's offer, but it was already too late.
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The mysterious energy targeting Lilia Arsein.
Theodore could identify its nature just by sensing it.

'Rage.'

It was undoubtedly Rage, the most powerful Helminto he had defeated in outer space, the strongest enemy he had ever faced.

"Lilia, are you alright?"

From Theodore's perspective, Lilia's physical condition seemed fine.
Not a trace of Rage's energy remained within her, as he had completely eradicated the energy that had infiltrated her body.
Still, he couldn't help but worry seeing the girl who looked like a miniature version of Yuria—who was actually Yuria's younger sister—sweating with a strained expression.

Especially if anything happened to Lilia Arsein, he wouldn't be able to face Yuria again.
Everyone knew how much Yuria adored and loved her, and Theodore was well aware that Yuria deeply cared about Lilia's wellbeing.

He had known for some time what feelings Lilia Arsein harbored for him, and Yuria knew this as well.
Theodore also understood that Yuria had been paying more subtle attention to Lilia lately because she couldn't even allow Lilia to have second place in her heart.

"Yes, I'm fine. Thanks to you, Theodore."

Lilia smiled brightly and subtly nestled against Theodore.
Though he was well aware of her cunning(?) intentions, he didn't push her away.
She had shown remarkable resolve and willpower by resisting the Helminto's temptation through her own volition.

"Theodore."

And in that position, Lilia spoke to him.

"I tried not to worry you, but... even though I might seem childish, could you please listen to me, assuming I'm a bit unstable after just experiencing a mental attack?"

"Sure. But..."

Theodore used spatial movement to instantly teleport to where Yuria was.

"Lilia!"

As soon as they arrived, Yuria rushed over and embraced Lilia tightly.

"Ugh, sister."

Lilia, forcibly separated from Theodore, openly grimaced, but Yuria didn't mind.
No, she didn't have the luxury to care about that.
Her trembling body was proof of this.

"Are you okay, Lilia? Are you hurt anywhere?"

Sensing the trembling, Lilia showed signs of disappointment but didn't resist being in Yuria's arms.

"I'm not hurt. I wasn't injured at all."

Lilia replied in her usual tone.

"But I was attacked mentally, so I think I need to be comforted in Theodore's arms while we talk to calm my mind."

Lilia's implied meaning was so obvious that Yuria couldn't possibly miss it.
Yet despite understanding, Yuria bit her lip slightly, appearing to contemplate something, which surprised Lilia.

"Sister?"

"Lilia. Just a moment... you just need to talk, right?"

Lilia looked slightly surprised at Yuria's apparent willingness to permit this.
She had probably expected Yuria to be more guarded.

"I'll allow it if you promise me one thing."

Yuria was willing to conditionally permit Lilia to speak with Theodore.
Theodore and Yuria had previously discussed this matter, and at that time, Theodore had given Yuria the choice.
He couldn't accept Lilia as second, and Yuria couldn't bring herself to agree to that either. However, in exchange, he had agreed to follow Yuria's wishes in all other matters.

"A condition... what is it?"

"From now on, don't go outside. Stay home. Stay only in safe places where Theodore can easily protect you."

Theodore knew that by safe places, Yuria meant either the Arsein mansion or the Skyroad mansion.
Lilia nodded at her sister's words.

"Yes, I promise."

Experiencing attacks like today's was something Lilia would prefer to avoid.
Normally, Helminto shouldn't even be able to approach the capital of the Arkan Empire, but today's incident was unexpected.

Theodore himself had detected a meteorite in space, hurriedly left his position to ascend into outer space, fought against Rage, and finally won after using .

The armor, created by his parallel world self before disappearing, based on his spiritual energy, had transferred its power to Theodore.
However, Theodore had rarely used this power.
While Soul Armor's ability could amplify even Theodore's immense power with incredible efficiency, the side effects after use were troublesome.
A sensation of pain that couldn't be healed by recovery magic continued endlessly in his left arm, typically lasting about an hour.

'Fortunately it's the left arm this time.'

If it had been his leg, his movement would have betrayed him, but he could easily conceal the pain in his left arm.
As he pretended nothing was wrong, Lilia approached him.

"Theodore, I have something I want to tell you."

"Go ahead."

Theodore didn't refuse to talk with her since Yuria had agreed.
He would listen to whatever she had to say.
If it made Yuria feel more at ease and reassured, it was worth it.

Whooosh~

Just then, a breeze blew by, causing both Lilia's and Yuria's silver hair to flutter in the wind.
Both had straight hair grown long to their waists, creating a beautiful scene as it danced in the breeze.

Seeing them side by side like this made their sisterhood even more evident.

"Theodore, you seemed to know about that strange voice today. It's one of those Helminto that you're trying to prevent from causing the apocalypse, right?"

Since the Arsein ducal family had some basic knowledge about Helminto, naturally Lilia, as a direct descendant, knew about them too.
She thought the mysterious voice that had attacked her was one of the Helminto.

"Yes."

There was much to explain about Rage, but Theodore decided to save that for later and simply nodded, quietly listening to what she had to say.

"That Helminto made me an offer. It asked if I wanted to take my sister's place."

Everyone present knew that the "sister's place" Lilia referred to wasn't about being the eldest daughter of the Arsein ducal family.
She had no interest in having her child become the heir to the Arsein duchy.
In fact, she had no interest in becoming the successor to the Arsein duchy herself.
She had only ever been interested in one thing, both then and now.

"But I refused. Because doing that would make you dislike me, Theodore. There would be no meaning in that."

There wasn't a hint of regret in Lilia's voice.
She was so firm in her conviction that not even a trace of lingering attachment could be felt.
Theodore silently nodded at her unwavering belief in love, quietly focusing on her words.

"But please listen to me, considering that my mental state is a bit unstable from the influence. I love you, Theodore. I loved you before Yuria did."

Lilia confessed her feelings to Theodore.
However, Theodore's answer was predetermined.

"I'm sorry, Lilia."

Hearing Theodore's response, Lilia's expression briefly changed to one that looked like she might cry, but she quickly composed herself and said:

"Just as I expected. Then, Theodore, if Yuria allows it... would it be okay if I continue to watch over you from the side? It seems I'm also being targeted by enemies now... Please don't think I'm using this as an excuse, just answer honestly."

"If Yuria allows it, I have no objection."

At Theodore's answer, Lilia smiled brightly.

"Thank you! That's enough for now."

Lilia said this and immediately turned to Yuria with a pleading look.

"Sister~"

Unlike how she presented herself as a woman before him, Lilia cleverly tried to take advantage of Yuria's affection for her.
Theodore just smiled as he watched Yuria's flustered reaction to Lilia's offensive.
Even though she was flustered, her awkward smile made it clear that she didn't dislike it.

'If Lilia was targeted... that means Judis could be targeted too.'

That also meant Yuria was included.

It seemed necessary to make defenses more thorough, even if it meant reducing the range of protection, to prepare for the unexpected variable called Rage.
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The meteorite in outer space vanished without a trace, and the Day of Judgment project planned by the Helminthos on the ground ended in failure.

However, the Helminthos existing on Earth were essentially nothing more than newborns sent from outside.

For Rage, who had destroyed an entire planet and evolved there, it was disappointing but not devastating.

By absorbing the power of the top six Helminthos who had grown on this planet, Rage successfully restored his power.

'That was quite troublesome.'

This planet had more obstacles than expected.
The power of Theodore Skyrod, the so-called Chosen One, was incredibly strong for someone just 21 years old.

In the battle in outer space, wearing armor that presumably granted him power as the Chosen One, he had overwhelmed and defeated Rage.
If Rage hadn't partially split himself and moved to where the young kin were located in advance, it could have been truly dangerous.
The power lost when his main body was completely annihilated by Theodore Skyrod's hand was recovered by absorbing his young kin.

"Fortunately, I had good materials."

And conveniently, the power he had sent to his kin in this world was still preserved and unused.
The fact that they had saved the power he had sent as a trump card for emergencies ultimately proved to be the right decision for the Helmintho race.

To use that power, a human had to serve as the foundation, so Rage used William Artin as his material.

"He was quite a useful material."

Rage smiled as he checked his body's condition.
Currently, his face was that of William Artin, which was natural since he had taken over William's body.
While his arms and legs were in Helmintho form based on his human origins, the central parts like his torso and head perfectly maintained William's human appearance.

[Aaaagh! This isn't right! Let me out!]

William's raging voice echoed from within, but Rage ignored it.
The reason he kept William's existence alive rather than completely erasing it was because a human foundation was necessary to use this power.

"Don't worry and stay still. I'll definitely kill Theodore Skyrod for you."

[Damn it! But I'm still trapped in here!]

Having lost even his body, William was now reduced to just a consciousness imprisoned.
Though his limbs had already been severed before, now he couldn't even speak of his own will, and the only one who could hear him was Rage, who had stolen his body.

The fact that he had become part of such a hideous monster was also something unbearably horrific for William to accept.

'Damn it, I'm supposed to be a hero the world looks up to. Not part of this monster.'

What he had thought was that even if he gained power, he would only grant favors within limits that wouldn't harm himself.
But Rage, upon connecting with him, had read all of his numerous filthy desires and selfishness.
Naturally, he easily figured out how to persuade him.

"Wait and I'll resolve it. William Artin. When the reorganization of this world is complete, I'll resurrect you as a Helmintho."

[What did you say?]

"And I'll let you have Yuria Arcein, Lilia Arcein, the Duchess Arcein, Saint Judith Skyrod, and Reina Artin who betrayed you—all as your women to play with for life. I'll modify those women appropriately so they'll obey your every word for life, how about that?"

[I-Is that true?]

"Yes. Since things have come to this, actively cooperating is better for you, right? In exchange, you'll live as a Helmintho in the new world, and those women will be like livestock you raise."

[Y-Yes.]

Rage inwardly mocked William for eagerly taking the bait.
In reality, the Arcein sisters Yuria and Lilia, as well as Saint Judith Skyrod, were far too valuable to be given as livestock to someone like William.
He had plans to forcibly convert them into Helminthos and assign them roles, and while Duchess Arcein and Reina Artin weren't quite as valuable as the first three, they were still candidates for Helmintho conversion due to their considerable qualities.

In contrast, once William Artin's usefulness ended, Rage intended to erase his current personality and transform just his body into a new Helmintho.

And if the opportunity arose, they might be able to reproduce as evolved beings rather than through host-based egg forms, so William Artin might someday have a chance to mate with Yuria Arcein and others.

So it wasn't a complete lie.

However, unaware of Rage's true intentions, William was gleefully looking forward to that time with genuine anticipation.

[So what do I need to do?]

"Just leave everything to me and watch. That will be enough."

[Y-Yes. Hehehe, that's right.]

Despite having been deceived once already, William was believing Rage's words again.
In truth, he wasn't fully convinced, but in his current situation, he had no other option but to believe, so he chose to do so.
He no longer had any choices.

'How fortunate that this one is such a fool.'

Rage recognized William Artin's potential.
Though he had never made any effort, if he had tried, he would certainly have become a formidable powerhouse.
But from childhood, he had been corrupted by greed and arrogance, making no effort at all, and had brought about his own downfall through narrow-mindedness and a rotten spirit.

Yet even after all that, he never reflected on his actions, only blamed others, and preferred to leech off others—a truly disgusting fellow in Rage's view, who was himself a Helmintho.

'It's because he's this kind of human that he's useful.'

But that was precisely why he was useful.
If William's personality had resisted from within, using the new power wouldn't have been impossible, but it would have been troublesome.
However, since he wasn't resisting and was showing willingness to actively cooperate, future tasks would be much easier.

"Now, let's implement the new Day of Judgment."

There was nothing more to worry about.
Unlike the Helminthos who had been hiding, he would officially reveal himself to the world.
With this thought, Rage, as the supreme species, issued orders to all Helminthos existing on Earth.

'Show great sacrifice for our Helmintho race. Young kin, your sacrifices will not be in vain as they will allow our race to dominate this planet.'

* * *

In a city of the Stran Empire.
This place with its long walls received direct orders from Empress Nermine II of the Stran Empire.

- Concentrate all forces and prepare for defense. There is a high possibility that monsters in human form will attack.

Of course, such orders were sent not only to this place but to various fortresses, and there had been rumors that recently, knight orders including mages had been searching throughout the Stran Empire, checking villages.
And naturally, rumors about the end of the world began to spread throughout the city.

"They say the end will come from parasitic monsters that steal the bodies of humans who can't handle ki..."

"Is that really true?"

"I don't know? If it is, that's too horrifying. Ugh."

Rumors of parasites infiltrating their bodies, controlling them, and turning them into monsters.
Those who heard these rumors were all gripped by fear, and there were stories that those with the means were urgently focusing on training their ki.
This had already been going on for four months.

"I heard there were monsters causing havoc in the streets during a tournament in the Britannia Empire..."

"No, some say it was just mentally ill people running wild?"

"I don't know what's what, but we still need to be prepared..."

"It's been four months of this, it's getting tiring."

Maintaining a strict state of alert constantly was not an easy task.
And if it continued not for a month but for four months, it was human nature to gradually feel fatigue.

'Nothing has happened so far, so today should be fine too.'

Such thoughts naturally led to complacency.

"Huh?"

"What is that?"

But today was different.

"Uuuugh~"

"Kill them. Kill them."

"Ugh, increase our kin."

Countless villagers with bloodshot eyes were approaching, carrying weapons.
The sight was chilling just to behold.
These ordinary people of the Stran Empire, as if possessed by something, were approaching with murderous intent and weapons in hand, with no distinction between men and women.

When this abnormal scene unfolded—everyone united in murderous intent—the commander quickly shouted:

"Don't let those things get near the walls! Fire the flaming arrows! Mages, cast your spells! Preferably fire-based ones! Damn it!"
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Despite the commander's orders, soldiers hastily fired flaming arrows while mages launched fire-based attack spells.

BOOM! BOOM! BOOM!

The explosive fire magic cast by the mages knocked down many of the frenzied attackers.
But the sight of people whose limbs had been blown off still rising and approaching the walls while bleeding profusely, as if nothing had happened, filled the watching soldiers with terror.

"AAAGH! Stay back! Stay back! You monsters!"

The terrified soldiers began firing flaming arrows even more frantically.
However, some soldiers, overwhelmed by fear, began making mistakes they shouldn't have made after years of training.
Small errors like accidentally dropping arrows or failing to properly draw their bowstrings.
But since most soldiers were still firing arrows without issue, these mistakes were quickly corrected, and they resumed launching flaming arrows.

"Damn it, we'll have to use these too! Everyone, prepare the magic cannons!"

The commander brought out weapons he thought would never need to be used.
They were cannons inscribed with magic circles—essentially magical devices shaped like artillery.

"FIRE!"

BOOM! BOOM!

The shells flew and exploded.
Thanks to the magic cannons firing flame-attribute projectiles, the tide of battle seemed to be turning in their favor.

"KREEEEE!"

"KILL! KILL!"

But the soldiers felt their skin crawl as they focused their attacks on the villagers-turned-monsters who continued advancing with glowing red eyes and maddened expressions, crawling forward even with parts of their bodies missing.

"Don't let them get close! Hold them back!"

"AAAAH, just die already!"

People with severed arms and legs were still crawling toward the walls.
The sight of these monster-like villagers approaching without any fear, emanating only killing intent, unconcerned about others burning or being blown to pieces beside them, was horrifying and chilling.
Just witnessing this made it feel like the true end of the world was approaching, and seeds of terror began blooming in the soldiers' hearts.

'Am I... am I going to end up like that too?'

'I don't want to become a monster like that! Please die! Stay away!'

Though the soldiers were successfully holding back the attack with their barrage, the deep fear in their eyes remained undiminished.

"UGH! W-what is THAT?!"

Then something happened that terrified the soldiers even more.
Hideous insect heads began emerging from the burst skulls of the fallen attackers.

"KREEEEE!"

It was a horrifying sight—grotesque heads resembling mantises and various other insects sprouting from human bodies. The sight was utterly revolting and spine-chilling.

"Th-they've turned into monsters!"

The bizarre appearance of human bodies with insect heads genuinely horrified all who witnessed it.

"AAAAARGH! MONSTERS!"

Screaming soldiers instinctively directed their flaming arrows toward those who had revealed insect heads.
Meanwhile, the mages remained calm, launching spells at clusters of enemies.

BOOM! BOOM!

GROOOOAAAR!

However, while they might have been able to hold back ordinary soldiers, it was impossible to completely prevent these monsters from reaching the walls.
Eventually, some monsters reached the walls and began pounding on them, trying to climb up—a terrifying sight.
Even pouring hot oil had no effect.
Regular soldiers would have fallen back in agony, but these creatures showed no signs of feeling pain, rendering the tactic useless.

"Th-they're climbing the walls."

"AAAAAAAH!"

Some soldiers fell into panic at the sight of monsters scaling the walls.

"Stay calm!"

"Some mages, focus on knocking the monsters off the walls!"

"Aim for the heads! Shatter their skulls and blast away those insect heads when they appear!"

The soldiers felt like they were in hell.
A normal world couldn't possibly contain such horrific monsters.
No, perhaps the true doomsday was approaching and they would all die.
That sense of despair was overwhelming.

"Everyone, move!"

But reinforcements arrived at the top of the wall.
The knights of the Sran Empire had come.

"The knights are here!"

"OOOOOOH!!! The knights have arrived!"

Relief bloomed on the faces of the terrified soldiers at the knights' appearance.

"KRAAAA!"

The knights beheaded the monsters that had climbed onto the wall, then sliced through the exposed insect heads from top to bottom.
From that point on, the monsters climbing the wall fell one after another to the knights' swords, and the soldiers' morale began to rise again as they cheered.
Seeing those horrific monsters fall gave them hope that they could defeat them all.

"Target the Helminths' heads! After blowing off their heads, destroy the exposed insect heads and they'll die!"

"The insect inside is the main body! Breaking the shell is useless!"

"Mages, keep burning them to death!"

And so, the fierce battle continued in the Sran Empire.

* * *

In the Britannia Empire, there were also cases of unfortunate people becoming hosts to Helminths and transforming into monsters.
No matter how widely they spread warnings and preparations, they couldn't reach every remote village, and as a result, they couldn't prevent people who had unknowingly been infected by Helminths from completely transforming into hosts.

"GROOOOAR!"

"Kill them."

Cases of people who had become Helminth hosts attacking nearby people in organized movements were occurring everywhere, and the resulting chaos would have been uncontrollable under normal circumstances.
However, with Theodore's help, the Britannia Empire had sent defensive forces to predicted locations and shared countermeasures in advance.

Thanks to Theodore, who could detect large-scale Helminth movements and even used spatial movement to help, the Britannia Empire was able to deal with the Helminths relatively easily.

"How dreadful."

The Emperor of the Britannia Empire felt himself psychologically resisting the acceptance of this terrible catastrophe that had suddenly befallen their peaceful world.
Was this the beginning of the end?
And how could this horrific disaster and fear be stopped?
It was impossible to completely eliminate the fear that people nearby might suddenly transform into such monsters.
While those who had learned to manipulate ki were said to be immune to Helminth infection, not everyone had learned this skill.

No matter how widely they spread the knowledge, there were limits, and above all, learning to manipulate ki required time.

'It's not easy to dispatch knights and mages everywhere to check for Helminth infections by infusing ki at regular intervals.'

The number of knights and mages was limited compared to the total population.
Though they had made some progress, it was impossible to handle everything, and since they prioritized cities for inspections, remote villages were essentially abandoned.
Or rather, they had likely already been infected by Helminths previously.

'We're fortunate to have the Chosen One's help.'

Even so, the damage could be considered minimal.
Though it was terrifying and horrific, the actual damage was relatively small.
However, this was surely not the extent of the Helminths' movements.

'What exactly is about to happen?'

* * *

"The Arkan Empire has suffered almost no damage."

Rage clicked his tongue at how the Helminths in the Arkan Empire had been almost completely eradicated.
Having possessed a Chosen One from early on, the Arkan Empire had long been working to root out Helminths, steadily implementing countermeasures against them without public knowledge. Additionally, with Theodore being in the most easily detectable location, most Helminths had already been exterminated.

The remaining Helminths were quickly swept away by Theodore himself, and Rage felt it would be beneficial not to have any expectations for this area.

'If I could get my hands on just one of them—Yuria Arsein, Lilia Arsein, or Judith Skyroad—it would have been easier.'

But that was impossible, so he had to do what was possible.
And now was the time to use his new power.

Whoosh—

A moment later, Rage, transformed into a black knight with dark armor covering his entire body, concealing William's face and grotesque limbs, took a light breath.
At this moment, he was savoring an overwhelming sense of omnipotence.

"In one week, even those who can manipulate ki will all be reborn as Helminths. All except that Theodore Skyroad."

And even Yuria Arsein, Lilia Arsein, and Judith Skyroad, despite being blessed by the world or being saints, would transform into loyal Helminths.
More precisely, they would change to a state similar to Helminth hosts.
The only exception to this was Theodore Skyroad, and him alone.

'You're the only one I'll definitely kill.'

[Hehehe, so finally I'll have the chance to kill that Theodore!]

Even as the world was being transformed into chaos by the Helminths' grasp, William remained obsessed with fulfilling his own desires.

"Yes. You can look forward to it, William Artin. Your wish will be granted."

With those words, Rage infused his power into the planet.

'Target - humanity. Transform all of humanity into Helminths.'
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'What is this?'

Theodore could immediately sense that an anomaly had occurred in the world.
He quickly identified who was using this power that affected the entire world.

'Rage.'

It was clearly the work of the monster Rage.

"Theo, what's happening?"

Yuria asked, gripping her sword.
She had volunteered to help fight the Helminths appearing throughout the Arkan Empire, and with Theodore's help, she had been transported to battle sites where she had cut down nearly a hundred monster-shaped Helminths.

From her perspective, she seemed to be handling the sudden Helminth attacks with ease.

'As I thought, it was nothing but bait.'

But all of this was merely bait.
Most countries couldn't spare the majority of their forces when they might be attacked at any moment, so they could only provide minimal support.

'I never expected support in the first place.'

However, Theodore hadn't expected other countries to contribute to his fight anyway.
And while he was dealing with Rage, the monster likewise couldn't attempt any other schemes.

'I'll need contingency plans as well.'

Not just the Arkan Empire, but the Britannia Empire and the Sran Empire would need to provide a little assistance.
It wouldn't need to be maintained for long—just a short while would suffice.

"Yuria, it seems another kind of apocalypse is approaching."

"What?"

Yuria couldn't understand Theodore's sudden statement.
Her reaction was natural.
Only he could sense this power spreading throughout the world itself.

'I need to hurry.'

Most people would face the apocalypse while going about their peaceful daily lives, completely unaware.
The end was approaching with just one week remaining, and nobody knew.

"We need to move quickly."

Yuria asked Theodore:

"Theo, are you going alone?"

"Yes. But that doesn't mean I'll shoulder the burden alone. I plan to get help to fight more effectively."

Yuria seemed to dislike the idea of him bearing the burden by himself.
While her pride appeared wounded by the fact that she couldn't be of much help, Theodore thought her presence played a significant role for him.

'A reason I must definitely win.'

If he emerged victorious from this battle, he would fulfill his duty as the chosen one.
That meant he could live in a world where he no longer needed to fear the apocalypse, and could focus more on a life with her.

"Help?"

"Yes. Now is the time to receive assistance from various countries."

Improving relations with the Britannia Empire was partly to deal more effectively with Helminths rampaging across different regions, but also to use as insurance in case of emergencies.

"What will you do?"

"What can I do that would help you the most?"

As she asked this, Theodore could see the desperate light in her eyes.
Gazing into her beautiful blue eyes, Theodore silently stroked her head gently.
He felt the soft sensation of her silver hair against his fingertips, and while admiring her beautiful face with its perfect features, he said:

"What would help me most is already decided."

As he spoke, Theodore's hands caressed both of Yuria's cheeks. While stroking her soft, pale cheeks, his gaze fell upon her light pink lips.
As they gazed at each other, Yuria slightly closed her eyes and offered her lips, and Theodore covered them with his own.

Chu-rup chu-rurup! Chu-wup!

As Theodore and Yuria shared an intense kiss, Theodore's hands naturally moved to Yuria's buttocks.
His hands kneading her bottom through the black leather hot pants felt completely natural—they already mixed bodies daily and tried all sorts of positions every night like newlyweds, so their moments of casual intimacy had only increased.
Now, whenever they were alone, Theodore's hands spent more time on Yuria's breasts, buttocks, and thighs than not.

"Haah..."

After their passionate kiss ended, Theodore licked Yuria's lips once more before slowly licking both her cheeks.

"Now I've definitely been helped."

"Is this... enough?"

Yuria seemed dissatisfied.
It was natural that she would want to fight alongside him.
But this battle would be at a level where no one else could interfere.

"Yes. Your existence is the reason I must win."

Theodore realized that the power covering the entire world was particularly targeting people around him.
Especially Yuria Arsein, Lilia Arsein, Judith Skyroad, Reina Skyroad, and the Duchess Arsein were being strongly affected by this power.

In one week, they would all die.
Transforming into Helminths meant their personalities would die, and monster Helminths using their bodies as hosts would be born.

'I must win to prevent that from happening.'

And it wasn't just Yuria.
He couldn't allow his family members from the Skyroad Ducal House to die either.

"To be honest, I hate just waiting for Theo to return."

Yuria expressed her dissatisfaction. Theodore patted her bottom to comfort her.

"Then help stop the Helminths trying to attack various parts of the city."

"That would be better."

"Yes, with your skills, you'll be helpful anywhere."

"But I can't help at the most important place."

At those words, Theodore placed his hand on Yuria's shoulder and said:

"You've given me a clear sense of purpose. That's enough."

Then, after giving Yuria another light kiss on the lips, Theodore said with a gentle smile:

"I'll end this as quickly as possible."

With those final words, Theodore departed via spatial movement.
If he had stayed any longer, it would have been difficult to leave.

'I might be a bit nervous.'

Though he might always appear confident in himself, Theodore Skyroad wasn't actually a person with as much self-confidence as one might think.
While Yuria assessed him as annoyingly excellent and confident, Theodore sometimes thought he might just be a person who wanted to be perceived that way.

Perhaps he displayed confidence to forget his powerless and miserable childhood.

'There will be no mistakes.'

Victory or death.
Those were the only two options.

If he won this battle, this world would be saved from the apocalypse.
But if he lost, everyone would die.

'I will never allow that to happen.'

With that thought, Theodore returned to the Skyroad Ducal House. Normally, he would enter through the main gate and seek out the Duke of Skyroad, but given the urgency, he teleported directly into the Duke's room.

"What? Theodore? Is something urgent?"

The Duke of Skyroad, who had been working, asked with a startled expression at Theodore's sudden spatial teleportation into his room.

"Yes, Father. An urgent matter has arisen."

Sensing the gravity in Theodore's voice, the Duke put down his pen and asked with a serious expression:

"What exactly is happening? Can you explain?"

"Yes. It appears that in one week, everyone in this world will die."

At Theodore's statement about everyone dying, the Duke's expression grew even more grave.

"Can you explain in detail?"

"I'll give you a summary. A Helminth with immense power has crossed from space into our world. It has infused its power throughout the world to kill everyone, and all of humanity will die in one week. To prevent this, I need to kill it now."

Hearing that they had one week remaining, the Duke's expression became complex—realizing they had some time left, but also that it was terribly short.

"Is there anything I can do to help?"

"...I will report this to His Majesty. I also plan to inform the Emperor of the Britannia Empire and the Empress of the Sran Empire. Along with their support, I need Judy's help."

"Judy? Could it be? You need her power as a Saint?"

"Yes."

Theodore nodded.

"And Judy must absolutely not leave the mansion for the next week."
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At Theodore's words, Duke Skyroad let out a sigh.

"Haaah~ Alright. I understand. How far do we need to keep her contained?"

"Just outside the mansion gates. We need to make sure she doesn't leave the Skyroad estate. A week should be enough, and although Judy is mischievous, if she understands that she bears responsibility for the safety of countless people... she'll comply."

Judith, having grown up surrounded by love, was indeed a mischievous girl.
She was full of playfulness, boldly disobeying rules like not running in the house, but she wasn't so irresponsible as to disregard matters where countless lives were at stake.

"Sigh, this makes me uncomfortable. To think that child would be involved in this matter, even if she's not in danger."

"I understand, Father."

Theodore was equally uncomfortable about the situation.
That's why he could understand the stifling expression and sighs of Duke Skyroad.

'I didn't want to burden Judy with this kind of responsibility.'

But now there was no other choice.
If things continued as they were, everyone would die after a week.
And when going to fight Rage, he needed Judith's help to eliminate as many variables as possible.

"Haaah, very well. I'll call for Judy."

"No, I'll explain it to her myself."

As Theodore offered to explain the situation to Judith himself, not wanting to burden his father with this task as well, Duke Skyroad shook his head.

"No. My son is going to fight, and his father can't even join him? At the very least, let this father persuade his daughter. Please allow me this much dignity as a father."

"Yes, Father."

With Duke Skyroad insisting like this, Theodore had no choice but to nod in agreement.

"Guards! Tell Judy it's urgent and bring her here!"

"Yes, Your Grace!"

One of the knights standing outside the door responded loudly and hurried away.
Since they hadn't particularly concerned themselves with soundproofing, Theodore could sense the knight's slightly tense gait.

'He must be quite concerned.'

They had been discussing the end of the world, and the knight knew that summoning Judith now was related to preventing that apocalypse, so the burden he carried must have been immense.
Even though he was merely delivering a message, just being connected to the end of the world would naturally feel overwhelming to an ordinary person.

'As a knight of House Skyroad, he should certainly overcome this much.'

But if one were to falter under such pressure, they wouldn't be worthy of House Skyroad.
The knight brought Judith without issue, and Theodore sensed her approaching.

"Father. What's the matter?"

Judith entered with a puzzled expression, wondering why Duke Skyroad had suddenly summoned her so urgently.
It was time for him to explain the heavy matter to her, bearing the feeling of something weighing him down.

* * *

"Reina, look at this. Isn't it pretty?"

Judith playfully created various shapes using the light of her holy power.
Starting with rabbit-like forms, then cows, dogs, cats, and all sorts of shapes, she showed them off to Reina, who marveled at the holy power manifestations forming in her hands.

"Sister's holy light is always so beautiful."

"Hehe~ Does my little Reina find this big sister's ability amazing?"

"Yes!"

Judith beamed happily at Reina's answer.
Then she rubbed her cheek vigorously against Reina's.

"Awww~ Our Reina, you're so cute~"

Despite being only a year apart and not related by blood, Judith adored Reina.
Her kind, well-behaved, and shy little sister was exactly the type of sister she had always wanted.
And now, after several months, it was natural for them to be constantly together.

They ate together, even bathed together, and naturally slept embracing each other.
Moreover, Judith had even taken more interest in swordsmanship purely to spend time with Reina as she watched her train.

"Um, Sister..."

Reina seemed slightly embarrassed by Judith's affectionate behavior, but she didn't dislike it, accepting it with a helpless smile as Judith nuzzled her cheek.
While enjoying this pleasant time with her little sister, Judith received an unexpected summons.

"Lady Judith, His Grace the Duke requests your presence."

At the knight's report, Judith pulled her face away from Reina's cheek and asked:

"Is it urgent?"

Judith wanted to continue playing with Reina if it wasn't urgent, but the knight's next words made her resign herself.

"Yes, very... urgent."

The knight's voice trembled slightly, and his face was pale with some kind of fear.
Seeing him like this, Judith worried that something might have happened to her father.

"Has something happened to Father?"

"No, no. It's not that. But... it's a matter of great importance. Time is of the essence."

At the knight's urgent tone, Judith looked at Reina with a regretful expression.

"Sorry, Reina. I'll be back soon."

"Sister, should I come with you?"

"No. It seems urgent, so it probably won't be fun. Just wait here."

"Yes, Sister."

Judith didn't think her father would have called for her if something had happened to him; he would have called for her brother instead.

'What could be so urgent?'

Although the knight's expression was concerning, she firmly believed that if anything happened, her wonderful, admirable, and excellent brother Theodore Skyroad would solve everything.
Having grown up as a beloved noble daughter, she never once thought that she would be entrusted with something important.

"Father. What's the matter?"

While Theodore, who valued procedure, would have announced himself before opening the door, Judith paid no attention to such formalities and walked right in.
She looked around the room with curiosity.

'Brother is here too?'

Why would they call her for something urgent when her brother Theodore was already present?
As she pondered this question, Duke Skyroad sighed.

"Sigh, Judy. It seems the world is in danger."

"What?"

Judith tilted her head at the mention of the world being in danger, then nodded as if suddenly understanding.

"Ah, the apocalypse... the apocalypse is approaching, isn't it?"

After saying this, Judith looked at Theodore.

"Is Brother going to fight?"

If the world faced an apocalyptic crisis, it meant that her brother, Theodore Skyroad, the Chosen One, would go to fight.
With this realization, Judith understood that the urgent matter was related to her brother going to battle.

'I should at least encourage Brother before he leaves.'

As Judith was about to promise him to return safely after saving the world without getting hurt, Duke Skyroad spoke:

"That's why, Judy, we need your abilities."

"What?"

Judith tilted her head in confusion at Duke Skyroad's completely unexpected statement.

"My abilities?"

"Yes. Your abilities as a Saint are needed."

Judith found it strange that her brother needed her abilities as a Saint.
In her mind, her brother Theodore Skyroad was someone who could do anything.
In contrast, although she was called a Saint and possessed holy power, she considered herself an ordinary girl with nothing else special about her.
While being a noble daughter of House Skyroad wasn't exactly ordinary, she genuinely thought of herself that way as an individual.

"My abilities as a Saint?"

"Yes. And you absolutely must not leave the mansion gates for a week."

"A week?"

"Yes, a week. It's necessary to prevent the end of this world."

Judith nodded resolutely at those words.

"Yes, Father. And Brother, what should I do?"

Judith looked back and forth between her father and brother, who seemed to feel guilty, then asked Theodore what she needed to do.

"Judith, I'm sorry."

As Theodore bowed his head in apology, Judith smiled brightly.

"Oh come on~ What are you sorry for, Brother? This means I can finally be of help to you! I should be happy about it."

Even if she had to endure some hardship for a week, it would be worth it if her efforts helped her brother return safely.
Beyond that, Judith was secretly delighted that she could be of assistance to her brother.

"What do I need to do?"

Theodore approached her with a smile and patted her head.

"Thank you for saying that. Judy. Thank you so much."
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Theodore displayed three images before him.
Positioning them at a slight distance to his left, right, and front, Theodore did not kneel this time.
Given the urgency of the situation, he needed to act quickly.

[Sky Road Duke. I've heard a brief explanation from the Duke of Sky Road, but I want to ask clearly. Did you contact us for help in dealing with the apocalypse?]

The first to appear in the image was the Emperor of the Arkan Empire.
He had abandoned his usual cheerful demeanor and appeared solemn, with a somewhat tense expression.
Even for someone like him, it was impossible to maintain a relaxed atmosphere when the end of the world was right around the corner.

"Yes, Your Majesty."

Theodore nodded in response to the Emperor's words.

[Good. Our Arkan Empire's grand mages are standing by at the imperial palace. We've been preparing as you instructed, so we can move at any time.]

Theodore nodded slightly at the Emperor of the Arkan Empire's words.

"That's fortunate."

To be honest, it was preparation for insurance, but he was glad he had made these arrangements.
While outwardly he appeared confident enough to overcome any trial by himself, his personality was such that he always prepared contingencies for unexpected situations.

[What is the matter, Duke of Sky Road?]

[What brings you to contact us first?]

The Empress of the Sran Empire and the Emperor of the Britannia Empire also appeared in the images one after another.
Unlike the Emperor of the Arkan Empire, they hadn't heard the details of the situation, so Theodore felt the need to explain to them first.

"The end of the world is approaching."

Starting with such a shocking statement, Theodore went on to explain in detail that everyone would die within a week, that he would go to fight to prevent it, and that he needed the help of both countries to increase his chances of success.

[So, you need grand mages. That's why you told us to have them stand by.]

[Hmm, so that was the reason.]

The Empress of the Sran Empire and the Emperor of the Britannia Empire understood Theodore's words.
Through his explanation, they realized why the help of grand mages was necessary.

[Three of our Sran Empire's grand mages will participate in this plan. They will actively support the Chosen One.]

[Our Britannia Empire will also have three grand mages participate in this plan.]

While three grand mages might sound like a small number, it was enough for Theodore.
The other grand mages would need to quickly move between locations to deal with Helminths rampaging across various regions, so it couldn't be helped.
Besides, since the Arkan Empire had already committed five grand mages, the numbers were more than sufficient.
Moreover, what needed to be done now was simple.

"All they need to do is draw magic circles in their mansions and not leave for a week. That should be enough to suppress their plot to some extent."

The magic Theodore had prepared operated on a simple principle.
As long as the grand mages of the Arkan Empire, Britannia Empire, and Sran Empire drew magic circles in their respective mansions and didn't leave for a week, the power of the magic circles would be transmitted to the Sky Road Duke's mansion in the Arkan Empire, where a magic circle centered around the Saint Judis would exert its influence over the world.

'That power will weaken the Helminths.'

This alone would significantly weaken the Helminths fighting across the world, and since all Helminths would be affected, they would be detectable, meaning any move Rage made would be immediately known.

'For Rage, that power would be meaningless.'

Theodore had also recently heard that William Artin had gone missing from the psychiatric ward.
While he wasn't sure what they intended to use him for, it was easy to guess that the Helminths had kidnapped William because they had a use for him.

'The activation conditions for the magic circles around the world are integration with the mansion, and the grand mage must be inside the mansion integrated with the magic circle.'

As long as these conditions were met, the power exerted by the magic circles would be transmitted to the magic circle where Judis was, allowing it to influence the entire world—a simple yet effective method.
The only drawback was that it required at least 10 grand mages, but with 11 grand mages lending their power, this issue was resolved.

"Please implement it immediately. Time is of the essence."

[Understood.]

[Understood!]

The Empress of the Sran Empire and the Emperor of the Britannia Empire, sensing the gravity of the situation, showed signs of hurrying to issue orders, and Theodore soon felt the grand mages staying in their respective mansions and quickly activating the magic circles.
Since he had personally drawn the original magic circles and handed them over, they were ready to be activated at any time, so the activation happened instantaneously.

'Now the preparations are complete.'

All that remained was the battle.
Theodore first thought of his family, the Sky Road ducal family.

'Father, Mother, Judis, Reina.'

After recalling the faces of his father and mother, the Duke and Duchess of Sky Road, Theodore then thought of Judis and Reina.
But the face that remained most deeply in his mind was that of his fiancée, Yuria Arsein.

'I'd like to see her once more before going to fight.'

The desire to see her before going to fight the final battle to save the world welled up in his heart.
He wanted to kiss her passionately, savor her scent, and feel her touch.

But all preparations were complete.
He had also already received firm encouragement from Yuria.
If he saw her once more, he feared his resolve might waver.

And with time running short, the sooner the battle began, the better.

"Then I'll be going now."

So Theodore bowed to the Emperor of the Arkan Empire, indicating that he would go to fight Rage immediately.

[Very well, I'll be counting on you for the next week.]

"Yes."

Theodore couldn't be certain how long this battle would take.
But he was determined to settle it before the week was up.
If he couldn't defeat Rage within a week, there would be no point in defeating him afterward.

What value would there be in surviving alone in a world where everyone else had died?

[Duke of Sky Road, I believe you will definitely win.]

"Yes, Your Majesty. There will be no mistakes. I'm thinking of nothing but victory."

After responding thus, Theodore smiled as he sensed Judis remaining quietly inside the mansion.

'I'm counting on you, Judis.'

Feeling her, the Saint, positioned as the core of the magic circle, protecting the entire world and weakening the Helminths, Theodore immediately teleported to where Rage was.
Using the power of spatial movement, he could now see the Helminth intent on destroying this world right before his eyes.
He was standing on top of an ordinary rocky mountain.
Though much of his body structure took the form of a Helminth, his face bore the appearance of William Artin.

"Rage."

Theodore called his name in a cold voice.

"Oh, Theodore Skyroad. We meet again."

Rage, wearing William's face, greeted him with a grin.

[Kuaaaah! Theodore! Kill that bastard!]

At the same time, Theodore heard William's voice shouting from within Rage.

"William."

Theodore called his name with a voice no less cold than when he had called Rage's name.

[Kuuuh, Theodore. Can you hear my voice?]

"Yes, I can hear you."

William let out a maniacal laugh at Theodore's response.

[Hahahahaha! Yes! You can hear me? Very good. Then you'll also be able to hear me laughing as you die!]

Hearing William's laughter, Theodore realized that he was cooperating with Rage of his own volition.
While he couldn't be certain what Rage, who had taken over William's body, was plotting, he must have needed something to do this.
And judging by the fact that William's consciousness remained, it was clear that William's consciousness was necessary.

'That means he could have resisted, even if just a little.'

But William didn't resist.
Obviously, Rage must have offered William conditions that would satisfy his greed, and William had fallen for the offer and was actively cooperating with him.

"You've become disgustingly rotten. I was wrong. You're not filth crawling on the ground. You're just the worst waste that needs to be eliminated immediately."

William became enraged at Theodore's declaration.

[Kuaaah! How dare you! How dare you call me that! Theodooore~! My life was ruined because of you! Because of you! If it weren't for you, everything would have been mine! Mine! The position of the Chosen One! The most powerful position in the world! Yuria Arsein, that woman would have been mine too!]

Theodore quietly composed himself.
Perhaps considering Reina's feelings was just an excuse, and he had been hesitating a little.
Despite hating and resenting William, he might have felt reluctance to kill him because they were twins who shared the same blood and flesh.

"I'll make sure to kill you properly. My foolish twin brother."
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Theodore drew his sword from subspace and gripped it in his hand.
Simultaneously, he slowed the flow of time in the world to 1/1000 of its normal speed.

'This will secure me more time.'

Despite the slowing time, Rage remained unaffected.
Although Theodore hadn't expected this power to work on him in the first place, he was forced to release his time manipulation ability due to what happened next.
Time, which had been flowing at 1/1000 of its normal speed, began to return to its original flow.

"You've employed a troublesome trick."

Theodore clicked his tongue lightly as he spoke.

"It's only natural when trying to break through the final defense protecting this world. Hehe."

Watching Theodore, Rage smiled leisurely with William's face.
The reason Theodore had to release his time manipulation power was that the moment he activated it, Rage changed the conditions—instead of all humanity meeting their end one week later in world time, they would meet their end one week later according to his own time.

In that case, time flowing at 1/1000 of its normal speed would only be disadvantageous to Theodore.
If Judith and the Grand Mages were also affected by this power, making their time flow 1/1000 slower, they might have been able to use a trick to avoid the effects of the magic circle.

'If it takes longer for the weakening effect to apply, our losses would be greater.'

The plan to gain time by manipulating time had failed.
But since he had anticipated this possibility, Theodore immediately abandoned any regrets and prepared for battle.

This was the first time since he had grown considerably that he had seriously considered using his full power against an opponent.
And now it was time for the battle to kill each other to begin.

[Hahaha! Kill him! Kill that bastard right now!]

Though he heard William's voice urging Rage to kill him with maniacal laughter, Theodore said nothing.
He had already decided to end the life of his thoroughly corrupted twin brother, William Artin, right here.
Whatever was said would be meaningless repetition of a decision already made.

"Yes, now I'll end your life!"

Rage charged at Theodore from atop the rocky mountain, and Theodore likewise kicked off the ground, charging at a speed invisible to the eye.
Thus began their clash.

Boom!

The collision of auras between a human and a Helminth created an effect that shook even the surrounding air.
As if the world itself feared their confrontation, everything visible trembled.
Theodore's sword swung repeatedly, targeting Rage, but Rage parried all attacks with the blades at the ends of his arms, matching him evenly.

It was like their battle in outer space.
And Theodore confirmed that Rage's level was not much different from when they fought in space.

'Not much difference.'

This was good news for Theodore.
He had been prepared for the worst-case scenario where Rage might have become even stronger in his basic state.

However, he couldn't let his guard down.
There must be a reason why Rage had seized William's body but left his consciousness intact.
Otherwise, having been defeated by Theodore in space, he wouldn't have appeared here again with unchanged power.

'I have no reason to play along with his plan.'

Just as he had his Soul Armor, Theodore assessed that Rage likely had some scheme and wasn't fighting at full power. He decided to eliminate Rage with full force immediately.
If he could remove Rage, this world would no longer face the threat of the Helminth.

'Here I go.'

Theodore quickly donned his Soul Armor, covering his entire body in pure white armor, and rushed forward.
Without dragging things out, he intended to cut through space itself and annihilate Rage without a trace.

'Die.'

With killing intent, Theodore's eyes flashed coldly as he swung his sword, imbued with blue plasma energy, aiming to cut through space itself to eliminate Rage.
No matter how solid a material, nothing could defend against space itself being cut away.
But Theodore's intention failed.

His space-cutting sword was blocked by a red-colored blade.

"Hahaha! I've already prepared for that power!"

Rage, clad in pitch-black armor contrasting with Theodore's pure white full-body armor, burst into laughter.
Unlike before when he blocked attacks with the blades attached to his grotesque arms, he now gripped a sword and blocked Theodore's attack.
It seemed the full-body black armor made it inconvenient to freely use the blades on his arms.

"That power is..."

Theodore recognized the nature of the power Rage was using.
He couldn't mistake it.

While others might not know, to his eyes as the Chosen One, the identity of that armor was all too clear.

"Yes, that's right. It's the power possessed by the one who resisted to the end on the planet I previously destroyed."

It was clearly a Soul Armor, which would have been provided to the Chosen One of another world to counter the Helminth invasion.

'It's from a world destroyed by the Helminth!'

Now it was clear why he had targeted William Artin's body and hadn't erased his consciousness.

'That power was prepared exclusively for humans.'

As a power prepared for humans, it was a power the Helminth couldn't use.
While it granted tremendous additional power to the wearer, it was a power meant to save the world—a power only humans could use!
But now, that power was being misused.

"To be honest, I prepared this power as insurance, just in case. But because you're unexpectedly strong, I've had to use it!"

Rage said this while pointing his sword at Theodore.
The sword, flickering with red light, seemed to be imbued with a power similar to the plasma on Theodore's sword.
The difference was that while Theodore's sword was blue, the sword in Rage's hand was a deep blood-red.

"Hehe, don't we look quite similar now? Since this body is that of your twin brother, even the face under the armor is identical."

"I don't care."

Theodore briefly replied that he didn't care, then swung his sword to kill Rage.
Despite Theodore's swordsmanship having reached a level that would amaze all swordsmen of the continent, Rage was matching him evenly, not yielding at all.
His combat skills, honed through successfully destroying planets and gaining much battle experience in the process, were certainly not inferior to Theodore's.

"Hahaha! Impressive! As expected of the Chosen One, such skill at such a young age!"

Rage laughed loudly as he exchanged blows with Theodore.
This duel, where their swords never reached each other but were always blocked by the other's sword, continued for a full 18 hours.

Bang! Bang! Bang!

Each time they clashed, the shockwaves spread around them, collapsing rocky mountains and devastating the terrain, with the aftermath deeply affecting the surroundings.

'This won't work.'

Theodore felt that at this rate, they could continue for days without a conclusion.
And time was not on his side; if time continued to flow like this, even if he survived, everyone else would die.
Surviving alone in a destroyed world would mean he had protected nothing, and he would lose all meaning in living.

'I'll have to take a risk.'

His power had already reached a level where it was difficult to strengthen easily through simple training.
And this life-or-death battle against an opponent of similar level was making him grow.
Given enough time, he might become strong enough through this confrontation to kill Rage, but there wasn't enough time for that.

'I'll end this decisively!'

Theodore put strength into his left arm to block Rage's sword. The armor's enhanced defense prevented his arm from being severed, but intense pain shot through his arm.
Ignoring the pain, Theodore swung his sword and cut off Rage's hand, which fell to the ground, apparently caught unprepared.

"Kuk!"

"!"

Theodore, without a battle cry, swung his sword with all his might, aiming for Rage's neck.
As long as he was using William's body, cutting off his head would kill him.
And even if Rage using William's body didn't die, losing William's body would mean he could no longer use the Soul Armor.

'This is the end!'

[Aaaagh! What are you doing?! You're about to be defeated by him!]

Ch.163 - {The Moment That Divides Fate Of The World} 3
# The Moment That Divides the Fate of the World

William screamed desperately, but Theodore intended to kill him here.
Even if he died, Rage would seek a new host if he escaped, but he wouldn't find one as efficient as William.
Nor would he likely find another fool as cooperative as William.

'In a way, that's fortunate.'

If an innocent person had become the host instead of William, he might have had to sacrifice that person.
Sacrificing an innocent to save the world would have remained a stain on his conscience, tormenting him forever.
In that sense, perhaps it was fortunate that trash like William Artin had become the host.

Just as Theodore was about to deliver the final blow with this thought in mind—

"GRAAAAH!"

Suddenly, Rage let out a monstrous cry and concentrated his energy against the energy on Theodore's sword, confronting him head-on.
As the two energies collided, a force that shook even space-time began a power struggle to finish each other off, and the aftermath was far from light.

"Kuk!"
"GRAAAAH!"

Just as Theodore and Rage's powers were about to cause a massive explosion, Theodore quickly sealed off the surrounding space to prevent the aftermath from spreading far.
Though Theodore contained an explosion that could have incinerated dozens of cities, both he and Rage were caught in the blast.

KWAAAAA!

Moreover, the aftermath of the collision of powers spread to both of them, beyond just a simple explosion.

'Ugh.'

Theodore bit his lip to suppress a groan from the pain coursing through his body.
The sword in his hand had already shattered from the collision of forces and vanished without a trace in the explosion.
Despite protecting himself with the Soul Armor's defense and his own power, the impact was no joke—the explosion's force combined with all sorts of space-destroying powers mixed in the collision.

Yet he did not fall and withstood the aftermath.
As he steadied himself as best he could, Rage charged at him with another monstrous cry.

"GRAAAAH!"

With damage throughout his Soul Armor, Theodore was not in optimal condition.
Though Rage had survived Theodore's attack, it was natural that he who had taken the direct hit suffered greater damage.
Theodore had lost his sword and felt considerable pain, but the tide of battle had already turned.

BANG!

"GARK!"

Rage, who had been charging at Theodore, groaned in pain and retreated.
After delivering a clean punch, Theodore quickly approached Rage and threw a series of consecutive blows.

"Kuk, KRAK!"

Having gained the upper hand, Theodore had no intention of letting this momentum slip.
He couldn't afford to waste such an opportunity.

BANG! BANG! BANG!

With each successive punch striking various parts of Rage's body, the powerful energy in Theodore's fists began destroying Rage's physical form.
Already cornered, Rage was helplessly crumbling before Theodore's attacks, which mixed in forces that destroyed not just space but the very essence of being.
This was the opportunity he needed.

"Disappear."

With those words, Theodore delivered a precisely aimed blow with concentrated energy to Rage's abdomen.

"GRAAAARK!"

Theodore felt the essence-destroying power he had infiltrated causing the energies he had planted throughout Rage's body during his barrage to create a synergistic effect, destroying Rage's very existence.

"UAAAAGH!!!"

Though the voice was the same, a completely different kind of scream erupted from the enemy before him, unlike Rage's previous cries.

'It's done.'

Helminth - Rage vanished without even leaving final words, his very existence erased.
It was an unremarkable end for the strongest Helminth who had annihilated all life on one planet and nearly exterminated humanity in this world.
But that's what death usually is.

Theodore, who had no intention of showing the courtesy of waiting for final words, had delivered a truly miserable end to Rage.

The moment that would divide the fate of the world had just occurred.
And the result was success in preventing the world's end.

Now all that remained was dealing with William.

"I thought there was a high chance you'd die during the battle, but to think you're still alive even after I've dealt with Rage. This is quite unexpected."

"UAAAH! THE! O! DORE!!!"

William let out a monstrous cry and, despite his staggering state, displayed hatred and hostility toward Theodore.
He tried to attack Theodore, wildly swinging his fists.

"Die! Just die already!"

With Rage gone, his powerful body now belonged to William.
But unlike Rage, William lacked the ability to properly control that body.

There was no comparison between Rage, who had experienced countless battles and built up his power, and William, who had made no effort at all.
Therefore, William's attacks posed no threat to Theodore.

"I suppose it would be possible to let you live rather than kill you now."

It would be possible to spare William Artin now.
But Theodore had already made his decision and had no hesitation.

"UAAAAH!"

Theodore grabbed William's arms and shattered them completely.
The bizarre monstrous arms of the Helminth, wrapped in black armor, were torn apart.

"UAAARGH! My, my arms!"

The durability of the Soul Armor had fallen miserably.
Since William didn't even know how to properly utilize its energy, the Soul Armor had been reduced to little more than decoration.
No matter how powerful a weapon one possesses, if the user doesn't know how to use it, it's ultimately just an ornament.

"Farewell, my twin brother."

As Theodore prepared to deliver the final blow to end his life, William, sensing his impending death, desperately begged for his life.

"W-wait! Theodore, spare me! I was wrong! Please just spare my life! I'll, I'll go back to the mental hospital! So, so..."

In his desperation, William was begging pathetically for his life.
Yet it was obvious he still didn't think he had done anything wrong.
Taking in the sight of his ugly form making excuses while begging for his life, Theodore extended his fist without hesitation.

KWAAANG!

William's head vanished without a trace.
William Artin, encased in armor, was completely killed by Theodore Skyroad's hand.

"Huff."

Looking at the scene of his twin brother—who had been hateful in childhood and later contemptible and despicable—reduced to a mere corpse, Theodore eliminated the body on the ground.
Looking down at William's remains, which had been erased without a trace, Theodore muttered:

"It's over, William. If there is a next life, don't grow up under twisted parents, but grow up normally."

After finishing his words, Theodore could sense that there were no more higher Helminths.
Though there were no more Helminths that posed a threat to the world, Theodore didn't underestimate the species itself, as they could evolve dangerously.
Underestimating the Helminths just because they were currently weak would be foolish complacency toward potential future threats, and he had no intention of making such a stupid mistake.

'All the lesser Helminths throughout the world are being detected.'

He would definitively end all threats to this world.

And Theodore, with the help of Judith and the archmages, used the power of the magic formation to project his power throughout the entire world.

KUGUUGUNG-

Shortly after, Theodore sensed Helminths all over the world dying with bizarre screams.
Helminths without sufficient power couldn't withstand the magic formation's effect, which had suddenly transformed from weakening them to attacking them.
The remaining Helminths were being handled by the knights and mages present at the scene, ensuring that all Helminths that had shown themselves would be eradicated.

'There might still be some hiding... I'll need to find more methods.'

But there was a more pressing issue he needed to resolve right now.
Unfortunately, an annoying problem had arisen from the aftermath of his power collision with Rage earlier.

"Why don't you come out now?"

As Theodore finished speaking, a young man with black hair and remarkably handsome features revealed himself.

"Pleased to meet you. My name is Yoo Ji-hoo."

Ch.164 - {Epilogue}
{Epilogue}

Theodore did not hide his wariness as he looked at the young man who introduced himself as Yoo Ji-hoo.
The strong power emanating from him was concerning, especially since Theodore wasn't in the best condition due to the effects of the battle, making it difficult for him to face this opponent.
While the energy he sensed from the man seemed benevolent, whether that could be completely trusted was another matter entirely.

Sensing Theodore's caution, Yoo Ji-hoo smiled wryly and said.

"There's no need to be wary."

"Do you think that's possible?"

Theodore retorted to the young man's claim that there was no need for caution.
How could he not be cautious when he could immediately sense not only Ji-hoo's power but also detect that he wasn't a being of this world?

"Despite appearances, I've also fought to protect the world. And above all, I have no hostility. Noona, come out."
"Yes, alright."

A moment later, a woman of astonishing beauty appeared.
With long black hair flowing down to her waist, the woman who appeared bore a striking resemblance to the young man called Ji-hoo, yet while he exuded a gentle atmosphere, she radiated a completely opposite cold aura.

'She's strong.'

While Yoo Ji-hoo was powerful, Theodore sensed that this woman was even stronger.
Perhaps even if he had been in perfect condition, he couldn't guarantee victory against her.

And her beauty was unmistakable.

'Beauty rivaling Yuria's. That means...'

Theodore looked at the woman beside him and asked Ji-hoo.

"She's a woman blessed by the world from your side."

"Yes, that's right. And she's my older sister and wife."

Sister and wife meant he had married his own sister.
But Theodore dismissed such trivial matters.
What others did was not his concern as long as it didn't harm others.
More importantly, judging by the immense power emanating from both of them, he wouldn't stand a chance against them even at full strength.

'One might be manageable, but two is impossible.'

And then Yoo Ji-hoo spoke again to Theodore.

"As you can probably sense, we didn't come here to fight. Right, noona?"

"Yes, Ji-hoo."

The woman nodded lightly.
Theodore noticed that her voice naturally softened when Ji-hoo called her, making it clear that the most valuable and special person to her was her younger brother and husband, Yoo Ji-hoo.

"Let me introduce you. This is Yoo Ha-rin, my older sister and wife. Say hello, noona."

"I'm Yoo Ha-rin."

The woman called Ha-rin maintained a consistently cold expression as she looked at Theodore.
Despite her cold attitude that suggested she had no interest in anything other than Ji-hoo, Theodore nodded, paying no attention to anything else.

"Yes, I'm Theodore Skyroad."

The only thought in his mind now was about the problems that would unfold.

"I'd like you to explain the situation. During my fight with Rage, a rift in the world occurred, and it seems to have connected to your world?"

"Yes. There have been instances where multiple worlds connected to our world... it seems the walls separating worlds have weakened. As a result, our world and this one have become connected."

This wasn't good news.
If connections to other worlds formed, it could bring great chaos to this world.
Moreover, if consecutive connections to other worlds occurred, it could lead to disaster.

"For now, we're planning to temporarily seal this place... but it seems this world will also face invasion."

"An external invasion?"

"Yes."

External invasion.
It meant an invasion from another world into this one.
Theodore had predicted that such a day might come.

"Their target is..."

"I assume there are women born with the world's blessing in this world too? The external invaders will likely target them. Do you know of any?"

At Ji-hoo's question, Theodore clenched his fist.
There were two women born with the world's blessing in this world.

Yuria Arsein and Lilia Arsein.
However, Theodore had no intention of readily providing information about them.
Though he knew that if Ji-hoo had ill intentions, he would have already killed the exhausted Theodore and invaded this world, protecting those women was his responsibility.

Or to be honest, he didn't want to entrust the protection of Yuria Arsein to anyone else.

"I'll protect them myself, so there's no need to worry."

Ji-hoo nodded at Theodore's words.

"Yes, I understand."

He seemed to understand, not just as a prediction but as if he had similar experiences.
Noticing Theodore's gaze, Ji-hoo looked at Ha-rin standing beside him and said.

"Actually, she's stronger than me... but I still want to become stronger to protect her. I want to protect her with my own hands."

"Ji-hoo, I told you I'll protect you now."

"No, I still want to continue protecting you like before. I don't want you to bear the burden alone."

From Ji-hoo's words, Theodore realized that he shared many similarities with himself.
He too had fought because there was something he wanted to protect.

"You said your name was Yoo Ji-hoo?"

"Yes, that's right."

Theodore could guess why Ji-hoo had deliberately sought him out.
He wanted to show that they had no intention to fight or harm, seeking cooperation because he needed something from Theodore.

"Tell me what you want to say first."

At Theodore's prompt, Ji-hoo smiled and nodded.

"Yes. I'll tell you."

Ji-hoo continued to smile gently at the still wary Theodore as he spoke.

"Would you cooperate with us to protect our respective worlds and loved ones from external invaders?"

What Ji-hoo proposed to Theodore was a cooperation offer.
Theodore stared at him silently, considering the proposal to work together to protect their worlds from external invaders.

* * *

Kieeeeek!

As numerous Helminths suddenly died with agonizing screams, Yuria realized that Theodore had won.

'Theo!'

He would return soon.
With renewed strength at this thought, Yuria continued to cut down the Helminths rampaging within the Arkan Empire alongside the knights of House Arsein.
The powerful Helminths that had lost human form and completely transformed into monsters hadn't died, but they had all weakened.

"Oh!"

"They've weakened!"

"Good, eliminate them all!"

The knights cheered as they confirmed the monsters had weakened, slashing through the Helminths with their swords, while mages burned the remains to leave no trace.
As they continued to eliminate the monsters, suddenly, numerous beams of light descended from the sky, splitting into hundreds of rays that pierced through the Helminths, completely eradicating them.

"Yuria."

And Yuria smiled as she heard the familiar voice calling her name from right beside her.

"Yes, Theo!"

Theodore Skyroad had returned victorious, standing beside her with a smile.

"Theodore?"

"The chosen one?"

"Oh, he eliminated all the monsters in one strike!"

"Waaaaaaaaah!!!"

Amidst the cheers of the knights and mages, Theodore approached Yuria and embraced her.

"We won, Yuria. The prophesied apocalypse won't come now. You're the first person I'm telling this to."

Theodore whispered this information to Yuria first, telling her that the apocalypse would not come.
Feeling his heart in sharing this crucial fact with her first, Yuria moved to give Theodore a gift for returning safely victorious.
She pressed her lips against his in a kiss.

Despite the many onlookers, Yuria's bold action—having long since graduated from caring about such things—was met with Theodore's equally passionate embrace and kiss.
The knights and mages who had initially gasped in admiration now watched the scene with curiosity at the couple's nonchalant attitude.

But Theodore and Yuria embraced and shared a passionate kiss as if they were the only two people in the world, and moments later, they vanished without a trace.
They had left using spatial movement.

- We'll be taking some time alone, so knights of House Arsein, please clean up and withdraw.

Only these words, seemingly inscribed by Theodore beforehand, remained floating in the air.
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The brutal battle had ended.
And now, the threat of Helminth would no longer exist in this world.

To be honest, Theodore still couldn't quite believe it.
Since becoming aware that he was the Chosen One, he had always lived with the threat of the Helminths in mind, and the fact that this duty had finally ended meant that he could now devote himself to his own life.

"Good work, Yuria."

Theodore praised Yuria for her efforts in eliminating the Helminths that had appeared throughout the Arkan Empire alongside the knights of the Arsein duchy while he was fighting against Rage.
The confrontation had taken over 18 hours, but given the urgency to settle the matter within a week, the battle to save the world ended sooner than expected.

'Judy will be pleased too.'

However, since they hadn't completely dealt with all the Helminths yet, it would be better for Judith to maintain the barrier surrounding the entire continent a bit longer.
With the high possibility of hidden Helminths remaining, a more thorough search was necessary.

'I need to recover my condition first, anyway.'

But he didn't mention that fact, only praising Yuria for her hard work.

"You worked hard too, Theo. Are you hurt anywhere?"

"I'm fine. Just a bit tired from using so much power."

In reality, his body ached all over due to the intensity of the battle, but it was tolerable by Theodore's standards.
Nevertheless, Yuria began to carefully examine his entire body, touching him here and there as if she wanted to check for herself.

"Theo, you have a bruise here."

Yuria noticed a bruise while examining both of Theodore's arms, rolling up his sleeves to get a better look.

"It's fine. This much will heal quickly."

It would heal in a day or two.
There was something he had gained from this battle—his power had grown stronger, and once his body recovered, he would be much stronger than before the fight.

"Was it a difficult battle?"

Yuria worried that if Theodore, of all people, hadn't fully recovered, it must have been an incredibly fierce battle.

"There was no chance I would lose. It's just that... time was pressing."

If there hadn't been the one-week time constraint, he would have approached the battle with a more relaxed mindset.
His growth potential would have fully manifested in the fight against Rage, and thanks to the life-or-death battle, he had established a foundation for even faster growth from now on.

"Still... I wished you had come back without getting hurt."

Yuria said, looking at the bruise on Theodore's arm.

"Theo, could we move to the bedroom for a moment?"

"Why? Already in a hurry?"

Theodore asked playfully while gently caressing Yuria's bottom. Yuria accepted his touch naturally and smiled.

"That's part of it. But first, I want to strip you completely and check every inch to see how badly you're hurt."

Theodore laughed amusedly at Yuria's bold statement.

"And you'll remain clothed?"

"If you want, I can take everything off too."

Yuria replied without a hint of embarrassment.
Recently, the time they spent clothed and unclothed had become nearly equal.
Of course, they were only naked when they were alone together, and having seen each other's bodies so often, Yuria no longer felt any embarrassment about being nude in front of Theodore.

"Yes. That sounds good."

Theodore thought that wouldn't be a bad idea.
In truth, his visible external injuries weren't that severe.
The aftereffects were somewhat troublesome, but outwardly it just looked like some bad bruising, which would heal quickly.

"But do we really need to go to the bedroom?"

This place was located hundreds of kilometers away from any human habitation.
That's because it was a remote, uninhabited island.

It was a place they had discovered while searching for Helminths in the past, and with no inhabitants and quite a distance from populated areas across the sea, it was the perfect location to avoid interruptions.

"You want to do it here?"

"Yes. Why not?"

Yuria wasn't flustered by Theodore's suggestion. Instead, she nodded with anticipation in her eyes.

"Yes, that works too. It'll be something different."

Theodore looked at her lovingly as she responded with a heated gaze.
Then his hand slowly began to caress Yuria's beautiful face.
Savoring the sensation of her soft skin at his fingertips, Theodore admired every part of Yuria's beautiful face.

Even from an objective perspective, not just from his subjective view born of his mad love for her, Yuria Arsein's beautiful face—which anyone would praise as the most beautiful in the continent—was flawless up close.
Her eyes, nose, lips—everything was in perfect harmony.

Especially when looking at Yuria's small, light pink lips, Theodore felt a deep impulse and quickly covered her lips with his own.

"Mmph!"

Yuria let out a slightly surprised sound when Theodore, who had seemed like he would take his time admiring her face, suddenly kissed her quickly. But she soon closed her eyes and began actively intertwining her tongue and lips with his.

*Slurp, smack!*

Though both were passionately exploring each other's tongues and lips, Theodore's intensity was stronger.
With more force than usual, he sucked on Yuria's lips, licked her tongue with his own, invaded her mouth, even licking her teeth while fiercely intertwining their tongues—all indicating a change in his mood.

When Theodore finally ended the kiss, leaving them both breathless, Yuria asked between heavy breaths:

"Huff, haah... Theo, are you in a hurry right now?"

Her question was asking if he was eager for sex.
After speaking, Yuria belatedly realized her mistake.
She had originally intended to ask "What's wrong?" but the words came out differently.

However, Theodore smiled gently at her.

"I am in a hurry. It feels like you're seducing me with your entire body."

"Oh, is that so?"

Yuria smiled seductively, relieved that Theodore hadn't pointed out her slip of the tongue.

"You can taste me anytime you want."

Yuria said in an alluring voice as she faced Theodore closely.
Feeling her seductive breath, Theodore admired her beautiful face up close again before lightly licking her cheek with his tongue.

"Mmm."

"Shall I taste you like this?"

Theodore's words were unusually playful.
Perhaps it was because completing his duty as the Chosen One had lifted the heavy burden from his shoulders, giving him more freedom.
Sensing this, Yuria smiled and nodded slightly.

"Yes, you can taste every inch of me."

With those words, Yuria closed her eyes, truly giving him permission to lick her as much as he pleased.

"Alright."

Theodore lightly licked Yuria's other cheek with his tongue.
Though she had been sweating during the battle, there was no dust or Helminth blood on her body.
He had already cleaned her with magic when they arrived, deliberately leaving only her sweat untouched.

After licking her cheeks, Theodore continued to her forehead, around her eyes, her nose, and around her lips.
As his tongue moved down to her chin and neck, Theodore began to unbuckle her black leather hot pants.
Then he slipped his hand inside and started kneading her bottom.

"Mmm."

Yuria's breathing grew hotter, apparently excited by the hand massaging her bottom inside her pants.
Theodore tugged slightly at her panties and slipped his hand inside them as well.

*Lick*

While doing this, he gave a long lick from under her chin across her entire face, then moved to remove her t-shirt.
Yuria cooperated by raising both arms, and her t-shirt was tossed into Theodore's spatial storage.

Standing outdoors wearing only a bra on top and giving a seductive smile, Yuria now exuded an enchanting atmosphere.
It was somewhat amazing how quickly she had changed from the modest, shy virgin she once was.
Looking at her exuding sensual charm while maintaining her pure and gentle impression, Theodore remarked:

"You've changed quite a bit, in a way."

"Yes. Do you dislike it?"

"No."

Theodore shook his head.

"I've already changed a lot because of you. There's no going back now. I've fallen so deeply for you that I'll madly love you no matter what kind of woman you become."

Yuria smiled brightly at Theodore's words.

"I feel the same. So you know you have to take responsibility, right?"

"Yes. And don't forget that you're responsible for making me this way too."

"I won't!"

Yuria seemed somehow satisfied with that response.
Her expression was like someone looking at a masterpiece completed after much effort.
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'She wants me to lose control.'

Theodore knew well that Yuria secretly wanted to break down his self-restraint, and she was satisfied with the fact that he had changed because of her.
The previous Theodore, who had no feelings for Yuria, might not have viewed her thoughts favorably.
But now, he found this side of her incredibly cute and lovable.

Having already unbuckled Yuria's belt, Theodore pulled her pants downward until they reached the bottom, and Yuria helped him remove them by lifting her slender, snow-white legs.
Her pants, too, were tossed into Theodore's spatial storage, and now Yuria stood wearing only her bra and panties, revealing her dazzling white body with only the important parts covered, but for Theodore, even this wasn't enough.

"Yuria."
"Yes, Theo."
"Shall we stay together at a villa for a while?"

Theodore asked as he began to knead her breasts.

"Ahh, at a villa?"
"Yes. Let's spend the entire academy vacation period together, just the two of us."

He meant they wouldn't meet anyone else, just stay together alone.

"Just the two of us... does that mean we'll spend days completely naked?"
"That would be nice. You're most beautiful when you're naked."

At those words, Yuria let out an "Oh my~" with a seductive smile.

"Then Theo, shall I take everything off now?"

Yuria asked, slightly twisting her body while wearing only her underwear.
With her naturally large breasts, even such a small movement caused her voluptuous bosom, too large to hold in one hand, to sway visibly.
Especially now, as she was wearing only a bra on top, the bare skin of her full breasts could be clearly seen swaying.

"No, let me do it."

Saying that, Theodore swiftly unhooked Yuria's bra and tossed it into his spatial storage at a speed she couldn't follow.
Thus, Yuria's voluptuous breasts were completely exposed, revealing her pink nipples, but she didn't cover herself shyly with her arms.
Psychologically, she was now so accustomed to showing her bare chest to Theodore that she felt no embarrassment at all.

"Yuria's breasts are beautiful no matter how many times I see them."

Theodore praised the shape of her breasts while kneading her voluptuous chest with both hands.

"Mmm~ ahh, Theo... I'd prefer if you... did something lower..."

Yuria's panties were already visibly wet, soaked through.
Yuria's body grew hotter with each passing day, showing no signs of cooling down, and Theodore now felt incomplete if a day passed without having sex with her.
Even on days when Yuria was menstruating, he never missed having anal sex with her at the very least.

"Alright, I understand."

At Yuria's words, Theodore immediately released her breasts and pulled down her panties.

Swoosh-

Yuria eagerly lifted her legs with somewhat urgent movements, and as soon as Theodore tossed her panties into his spatial storage, she made hand gestures as if trying to tear off his clothes hastily.
However, restraining her actions, Theodore undressed himself and, becoming naked like her, spoke to Yuria who was breathing hotly with excitement.

"Today, you seem very impatient?"
"We missed a day."

Yuria replied as if it were obvious, even going so far as to spread her pussy herself.
As she widely opened her pink flesh located between her silver pubic hair and gave a seductive smile, Theodore realized how much she had changed from the modest, shy girl she once was.
At the same time, he could feel how much he had changed under her influence.

"Yes, it would be a waste."

Theodore nodded in agreement with Yuria's words, then bent down and immediately put his mouth on her pussy.
Then he sucked on her pussy as if he were about to devour it.

"Hnngh, ahh, haaah!"

Yuria immediately twisted her body and let out hot moans as Theodore's mouth strongly sucked on her pussy.
Quickly swallowing the fluids secreted from her soaking wet pussy, Theodore felt himself gradually becoming as urgent as she was, and in one swift motion, he thrust his penis into her pussy.

"Haaahnng!!!"

Feeling Theodore's penis filling her inside again after more than a day, Yuria arched her back with an exclamation.
Having sex outdoors gave a different feeling compared to doing it in bed, and Yuria's slender, beautiful legs wrapped around Theodore's waist in excitement.
Then, quickly clinging to Theodore, Yuria was the first to kiss him.

Slurp, slurp, slurp!

Their tongues and lips mixed fiercely, and their saliva became thoroughly intermingled. Theodore's hands supported Yuria's buttocks, helping her cling to him more comfortably while simultaneously stroking her anus lightly with his fingers.

"Hmmmph!!!"

Even just having her anus caressed elicited an intense reaction from Yuria.
At the same time, Theodore immediately began thrusting his hips upward vigorously, rubbing against Yuria's vaginal walls and forcefully striking her womb.

"Hnn, hmm, hnnng!!! Hnn, haaah!"

With her voluptuous breasts bouncing up and down violently, Yuria began moving her hips as well, appearing greatly excited by her first outdoor sexual experience.
Naturally unable to maintain the kiss, she separated her head and continuously exhaled rough breaths.
The hero who saved the world vigorously thrust his penis into the pussy of the world's most beautiful woman, who was revealing her primordial beauty in nature while moving her hips, making the world's most beautiful woman reach climax as her dazzling silver hair fluttered.

"Haaaaaaah!!"

Simultaneously, he poured his semen deep into her womb, and he could feel Yuria's body trembling at the sensation of the internal ejaculation.

"Haaah!"

Yuria, exhaling hot breaths, was drooling between her light pink lips, but her desire for sex appeared extremely strong.

"Theo... haa..."

Although semen was slightly leaking from where they were still connected, his penis still filled her inside.
Yuria seemed to want to enjoy this state even more.

"Let's change positions."

However, staying in the same position would become boring.
That's why Theodore and Yuria always changed to various positions during sex, and among them were positions that would have been unimaginably embarrassing for the virgin Yuria, but the current Yuria had no hesitation.

"Yes, that's good! Haaa! And... this time... do my... my behind."

"Alright, understood."

Withdrawing his penis from Yuria's pussy, Theodore immediately turned her body around as soon as she stood on the ground, had her place her hands on a tree, and made her push her buttocks toward him.
Then he thrust his penis into her anus in one go.
Yuria's anus, already accustomed through daily practice, accepted Theodore's penis all the way to the end with ease, and while an ordinary woman's hole might have lost its elasticity to the point of not closing properly, Yuria's anus recovered appropriately on its own and still tightly gripped Theodore's penis.

"Haaahnn! I can feel... Theo's... filling my... behind... completely..."

Yuria deliberately verbalized the sensations she was feeling, as if for Theodore to hear.

"I can feel it too, Yuria, how tightly your back hole is gripping me. Hehe."

Theodore laughed.
What a sweet feeling this was!
Both Yuria and himself had already fallen so deeply for each other that they couldn't live without one another.

As the Chosen One, he no longer had heavy duties to bear.
Now, above all else, he could live faithfully to Yuria Arsein.
Thinking this, he began moving his hips back and forth, deliberately colliding forcefully against Yuria's luscious buttocks.

"Hnng, ahng, aahng, hah, haaaah!"

With her waist bent, Yuria violently shook her body back and forth, her silver hair that reached down to her waist becoming completely disheveled as she let out hot moans.

"Ahng, it's good, Theo...! I, I also like the back... haaahng!"

Yuria, panting during anal sex, seemed to have lost her self-control, but Theodore knew better.

'She's doing it on purpose.'

She was deliberately showing her disheveled appearance to seduce him.
She was acting intentionally, wanting him to lose his self-control and show a crazed desire for her.
Finding her mischievous thoughts cute as she tried to break him down, Theodore thought.

'Then I can think the opposite too.'

It would also be fun to make Yuria beg for sex.
With that thought, Theodore enjoyed anal sex with Yuria and poured his semen deep into her behind.
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After spending a passionate time having intense sex with Yuria, Theodore looked around.

Since he had already made time flow slower for the rest of the world until he began having sex with her, the surrounding scenery showed almost no change, which was surprising.

'I've really... loosened up quite a bit.'

Theodore thought as he gently stroked the head of the naked Yuria who had fallen asleep in his arms.
Why had he sought out Yuria immediately after the battle and engaged in such intense sex?
The answer was obvious.

'It was because the tension was released.'

He had defeated all the Helmintos and prevented the end of the world.
He had fulfilled his greatest duty as the Chosen One.
Although the dimensional rift meant that fighting would likely never end in his lifetime, much had changed from his previous life of living to prevent a predetermined apocalypse.

'Peace, is it?'

The reason he sought out Yuria first was probably because she symbolized peace in his heart.
Like his family in the Skyroad Duchy, in some sense, he might have placed himself below Yuria Arsein.
He had tried to draw a clear line and put up barricades, but it wouldn't be strange if he placed her above himself in their relationship, as she had broken through those barriers and captured his heart.

'Yuria.'

Looking at her sleeping face again, he gently stroked her hair and then softly touched various parts of her snow-white skin.
Carefully touching her so as not to wake her, savoring the softness of her skin with his hands, Theodore thought that once she woke up, he should start making official announcements.

'If I announce that the Helminto threat is gone, things will get troublesome.'

The Arkan Empire wouldn't be a problem since it was his own country.
But now that they had escaped the crisis of the apocalypse, there would be more people harboring different thoughts.
Until now, there had been an atmosphere of yielding to the Chosen One because of the apocalyptic danger, but with the end of that threat and the arrival of peace, the Chosen One was just someone with overwhelming power.

Whether it was the Britannia Empire or the Suran Empire, the emperors and high officials all knew to some extent about his overwhelming power and wouldn't move carelessly, but there would be protests from those who didn't understand, which would become noisy in the future.
However, he would have to endure all that noise.

"Mmm."

And Yuria, who had dozed off, began to open her eyes.

"Mmm, Theo?"

As she woke from her sleep, she looked at Theodore with drowsy blue eyes, and then covered her mouth with her hand as she yawned.
Looking lovingly at her still half-asleep appearance, Theodore said:

"Yuria, we need to head back soon, so put your clothes on first."
"Yaaawn~ Yes."

Since there was no need to hurry, Yuria's defenseless appearance as she didn't shake off her drowsiness was incredibly stimulating.
It was partly because she wasn't wearing clothes and was displaying her beautiful naked body, but above all, since this was a deserted island with no other people around, she had completely let down her guard and showed no wariness, which stimulated him.
It meant she had no reservations in front of him.

"Shall I help you dress?"
"Would you?"

Yuria, now shaking off her drowsiness, smiled brightly.

"I think it would be fun if Theo helped me dress."

"Really?"

"Yes, if you dress me with your own hands."

Helping someone dress personally also carried the meaning of treating them with respect, as one would a superior.
Given that meaning, it wasn't strange that Yuria accepted it with a smile and joy.
She had a strong competitive spirit and always wanted to achieve what she set as her goal.

'Whether it's landing a blow on my face or seeing me lose control and crumble, she never gives up.'

She probably thought she was getting closer to the latter now.
She would think that he was falling deeper for her, and her assumption was correct.
Now that he no longer needed to focus on his duties as the Chosen One, a large empty space had appeared in his heart.
And that empty space was being filled completely by the existence known as Yuria Arsein.

"Here."

As she lifted one leg, Theodore helped her put on her panties and bra in order. Then he personally helped her put on her t-shirt and black leather hot pants, even fastening the belt on her pants, before gently stroking her buttocks.

"All done now."

"Yes, thank you."

Yuria accepted the hand on her buttocks as if it were the most natural thing, then asked Theodore:

"By the way, Theo, are you going to tell your family about the victory soon?"

"I should."

Theodore nodded.
Now that his mind was settled, he needed to share the victory with his family so they could all feel the joy of triumph.
They no longer needed to fear that the world might end.

'Actually, the threat isn't completely over.'

The connection to other worlds created during the battle with Rage would probably herald new threats.
But this time, he wouldn't be fighting alone.

'Yu Ji-hoo, and Yu Ha-rin.'

Theodore felt deep wariness toward the beautiful woman named Yu Ha-rin.
The dangerous aura and atmosphere emanating from that woman, whose beauty was no less than Yuria's, felt like looking at a time bomb.
If not for the existence of Yu Ji-hoo, that woman might have become a threat far greater than the Helmintos.

'She was stronger than Rage, that woman.'

She was clearly an opponent he would have lost to 100% if he had faced her before fighting Rage, and even now he couldn't be confident of victory.
And while the young man named Yu Ji-hoo was quite strong, unlike Ha-rin, he didn't give off a dangerous feeling, but Ha-rin absolutely followed his words.
If Yu Ji-hoo had bad intentions, Ha-rin would have followed him and revealed her true colors as an even more dangerous entity.

'Still, if Yu Ji-hoo had hostile intentions, I would have been dead long ago, so he must sincerely want to cooperate.'

As long as Yu Ji-hoo was there, Ha-rin wouldn't be an enemy either.
She showed no intention of going against Ji-hoo's wishes, and rather, when looking at him, she openly displayed her affection.
They could be seen as allies who would help bear the threats from other worlds.

"Will the world continue to be peaceful now?"

When Yuria, who still didn't know about the new threats, asked this, Theodore didn't give a definitive answer.

"I'm not sure."

"Is there some kind of problem?"

Sensing that there was an issue from his attitude, Yuria asked with a worried expression.
Having not only known about the Helmintos causing havoc around the world but having fought and cut them down herself, she was worried that such a calamity might strike again.
And sadly, Theodore couldn't say anything to reassure her.

"It will be peaceful for now, but I don't know when another threat might come. It seems the scale will be even larger this time."

"What do you mean?"

Theodore explained everything to Yuria, starting with the fact that a connection had been established with other dimensions and that other worlds were now focusing on this place.
After hearing his explanation, Yuria said with a troubled expression:

"Invaders from other worlds... and just as the Helmintos were targeting me and Lillia, now these otherworldly invaders will target us."

"Yes. They'll target Judy too, but... their primary targets will probably be you and Lillia."

Yuria was worried about the fact that not only she but also Lillia would be targeted. But this time, Theodore could say something to reassure her.

"Don't worry."

"What?"

Theodore placed his hand gently on Yuria's shoulder and smiled softly.

"I will never let you or your sister Lillia be in danger. I'll protect you even more certainly than before."

"Theo..."

Yuria looked at Theodore with an affectionate gaze upon hearing these words, then suddenly kissed him.

Chu-wup chu-reureup!

Their kiss continued for several minutes on the deserted island, and after intensely mixing lips and tongues, Yuria separated her lips and said:

"Haah~ Theo. I'll become stronger too. Not just dealing with small fry like the Helmintos... I'll become strong enough to protect myself. That way... I can stand confidently by your side."
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* * *

"Phew~"

The Emperor of the Arkan Empire breathed a sigh of relief at the news delivered from Theodore.

"We won."

The information Theodore Skyrod conveyed was victory.
When news arrived that he had successfully eliminated the leader of the Helmintos, the Emperor could finally breathe easily, relieved that the apocalypse had been averted.

Of course, it wasn't that he had doubted Theodore's success.
While he trusted that Theodore would certainly win, being human, he couldn't help but feel some anxiety.
Regardless of social status, the fear of the apocalypse was something everyone in this world carried, though the intensity might differ.

"Everyone, rejoice! The Chosen One has defeated the leader of the Helmintos and prevented the apocalypse!"

Thus, the Emperor first announced this joyous news in a loud voice to the ministers gathered before him.
Realizing that the Chosen One had sent a report using message magic, the ministers erupted in cheers.

"Woooah!"

"We won!"

"We're saved... No, the Chosen One has triumphed!"

"Lord Theodore is the pride of our Arkan Empire!"

Watching his jubilant ministers, the Emperor of the Arkan Empire smiled slightly.

'Theodore Skyrod, you've truly done well.'

The Emperor planned to commend Theodore Skyrod personally when they met.
Of course, he wouldn't forget to award him a medal as a reward.

There was a saying that an overly exceptional hero could be a great threat to an emperor.
However, the Emperor had not the slightest intention of disposing of Theodore as if his usefulness had ended.
Not only would it be contemptible to do such a thing to a hero who risked his life to save the world, but above all, he prided himself on knowing Theodore well.

'Lord Theodore, that boring fellow wouldn't even think of doing anything so interesting. That's less realistic than the Emperor of Britannia suddenly dancing in the streets wearing only underwear and offering to surrender his country to our Arkan Empire.'

In short, Theodore would never become a threat.
And the Theodore he knew was probably so infatuated with Lady Yuria Arsein by now that he could hardly think straight.

'That fellow becomes too weak toward those he cares about.'

Besides the Duke and Duchess Skyrod, Judith Skyrod, and Yuria Arsein, the Emperor himself probably understood Theodore best.
Though he always pretended to be indifferent, Theodore's strong sense of responsibility made him firmly committed to protecting the world as the Chosen One.
And though he might not want to admit it, he had a stronger sense of justice than most people.

'He's especially weak toward those he cares about, and he was quite wary of that himself.'

Now that his duty as the Chosen One was fulfilled, he would become more devoted to those around him.
Especially to his fiancée, Yuria Arsein, he would undoubtedly pour even deeper attention and affection.

'I can already predict Duke Arsein's lamentations.'

Although it was tiresome to listen to all the complaints from Duke Arsein, who was devoted to his daughter, the Emperor couldn't simply refuse to hear the lamentations of his political partner and personal friend despite their age difference. The Emperor found himself already smiling wryly at the thought.

'This time, he'll probably complain about how raising a daughter brings no reward, right?'

Having such leisurely thoughts, the Emperor felt his own heart considerably lightened.
With the danger of the apocalypse gone, he naturally felt more at ease.

'Well, that's enough personal reflection.'

It was time to end his personal musings and think about political matters as the Emperor of the Arkan Empire.

'The Chosen One has completed his mission of saving the world. I'm not the only one who no longer fears the apocalypse.'

The Chosen One's mission was over.
The world was no longer in danger of the apocalypse.
What would each country do now that they knew this fact?

'Both the Britannia Empire and the Sran Empire will act for their own interests.'

Although Britannia had been punished for falsely presenting William Artin as the Chosen One and gaining unfair advantages, it seemed they would soon try to evade responsibility.
It was obvious what those who had feared not being protected by the Chosen One from the coming apocalypse would do now that they were freed from that fear.

'A clear warning will be necessary.'

Even without the Chosen One's protection, his immense power wouldn't disappear.
Nor would his achievement of saving the world vanish.
The Britannia Empire, in particular, should not even think about escaping from the current situation.

'We didn't make unreasonable demands of the Sran Empire, and if they have any sense, they won't try anything foolish.'

But as he was analyzing the national situation and considering diplomatic relations, one of his ministers addressed him.

"Um, Your Majesty."
"What is it?"
"Shouldn't we hold a commemorative event for Lord Skyrod?"

The minister's suggestion was quite fundamental.
They did need to hold a celebratory event for Theodore Skyrod's victory.

Whether it was a party for the nobility or a large-scale festival for the public, they needed to highly praise the Chosen One and emphasize once again that he belonged to the Arkan Empire.
The Skyrod ducal family would also understand the necessity of this.

'That boring fellow would outwardly smile at parties and festivals while finding them troublesome.'

As the heir to the Skyrod ducal family, he had never once refused his duty to appear at various parties, considering it a natural obligation.
But it was also true that he didn't enjoy them.

'Then I should make it a party he'll like.'

As the Emperor of the Arkan Empire, hosting a party for him—who was both the heir to the Skyrod ducal family and the hero who saved the continent—was rather something that had to be done.
Not doing so would cause all sorts of talk and become even more troublesome, and since Theodore would know this, he would attend the party and faithfully fulfill his role.
At the very least, they needed to create something enjoyable for him.

'That party should be for couples who are engaged.'

If he could attend with Yuria Arsein as his partner, the current Theodore would certainly welcome it with joy.
The Emperor was confident of this.

'Just a few months ago, he showed little interest, but now he's completely fallen for her, ready to give her his heart and soul. Haha, it's quite amusing to see.'

It would have been more fun if Theodore had reacted to his teasing, but he had long given up on that expectation.
Rather, he had already surrendered to Theodore's shameless confidence.

"Then we must prepare a party to welcome our hero, Theodore Skyrod! All departments should immediately prepare for a grand party! The imperial family will provide any venue, and if necessary, we can hold the party directly in the imperial palace. Just remember to make it big and splendid!"

"Yes, Your Majesty!"

"We will spare no expense and do our utmost."

"Good. But don't spend more than half a year's worth of the regular budget."

"Even at our most extravagant, we wouldn't go that far..."

Thus, the Arkan Empire was preparing a grand party to celebrate Theodore and to widely publicize this celebration.

* * *

"Yes, you've worked hard. Are you feeling alright? Any pain?"

Duke Skyrod asked as he looked at Theodore, who stood before him after returning to the mansion with Yuria Arsein.
It would be a lie to say he wasn't slightly hurt that his son had gone to his fiancée first rather than his parents after the battle ended, but he was also satisfied that his son valued Yuria so specially.
It meant his heart had settled deeply.

"Yes, I'm fine."

He really was fine.
There was practically no pain.
During his passionate time with Yuria, his body had naturally recovered.

"Still, don't overdo it and rest well for about two days."

The Duchess Skyrod said in a gentle voice.
She was looking at her son, who had saved the world, with pride, and Theodore felt the reward of saving the world in her gaze.

'All my family members can continue their peaceful daily lives.'

Of course, that peaceful daily life would be somewhat different from what ordinary people might imagine.
The Arsein ducal family was the foremost family in the Arkan Empire, and as such, they couldn't avoid being entangled in politics.
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'The Skyroad Duchy and the Arsein Duchy.'

The only family that could look after the Arsein Duchy, his wife's family, would be the Skyroad Duchy—another ducal house of equal standing among the highest-ranking noble families.

Though they were both called two of the three great duchies, the Lurain Duchy had already fallen behind the Skyroad and Arsein duchies.

No matter how they were all duchies, none could match the Skyroad Duchy with its Chosen One as heir, or the Arsein Duchy with a fiancée openly declared to be the most precious thing to the Chosen One.

'The Skyroad Duchy must actively support the Arsein Duchy politically as well.'

The two houses, already in partnership, could not be separated.
No, no one intended to let them separate.

Considering Yuria who was likely waiting for him outside the room, the separation of these two families was simply impossible.

"While the rest is sufficient... it seems we'll be busy in two days."

The two days of rest mentioned by the Duchess of Skyroad was likely the time predicted by the Skyroad Duchy.
The Helminths' attacks across the continent were already beyond the level where news could be controlled, so everyone who needed to know was already aware, and the three kingdoms had not suppressed this fact.

Rather, they widely announced the danger, declaring the emergency situation of impending apocalypse while simultaneously revealing that Theodore Skyroad, the Chosen One, had moved to defeat the source controlling those monsters.

'His Majesty must have done well.'

For the Arkan Empire, for the Skyroad Duchy, and for Theodore himself, even though they had finished saving the world, they wouldn't just let it pass as something expected.
Even without openly demanding compensation, they needed to make it politically clear to countless people who had saved the world and how it had been done.

'It would be troublesome to be underestimated.'

Those with functioning minds would figure it out themselves.
Even without making explicit demands, they would clearly understand who had saved the world and where the balance of power now tilted.

"In two days... yes, most likely."

The Duke of Skyroad nodded and said.

"Still, making a grand announcement that you, Theo, saved the world..."

"I understand. As the heir to the Skyroad Duchy, it's my duty. Please don't worry about it unnecessarily."

"Hmm, I'm sorry."

The Duke of Skyroad seemed somewhat uncomfortable.
He appeared concerned about asking his son to make political appearances at a grand party after just two days of rest, following his return from saving the world.

"Father, Mother. You both needn't worry about such trivial matters."

To Theodore, their concerns were equivalent to fretting over minor issues.
His physical condition was already almost completely recovered, and above all, it would be more troublesome not to hold a grand party at this point.

'Of course, even with a party, there will still be those who try to climb up.'

He had no intention of tolerating fools who thought that since the Chosen One had fulfilled his role by saving the world, there was nothing more to worry about.
He would punish them not as the Chosen One, but as Theodore Skyroad, heir to the Skyroad Duchy.

"Yes, I understand. You've really worked hard."

When the Duke of Skyroad spoke with a bitter smile, Theodore answered with a light smile.

"Judy has worked harder. It's fortunate we finished earlier than expected... but the Helminths still remain."

The Helminths had not yet been completely eradicated.
That's why it was better for Judis to maintain the barrier.
In other words, she still couldn't leave the mansion.

'I should make her some snacks.'

He couldn't forget snacks for his youngest sister Reina, who was keeping Judis company.
Naturally, Theodore wanted to take care of Reina too, but if by some remote chance he only brought snacks for Judis, her reaction was predictable.

'She would be quite angry.'

Imagining his sister getting upset and asking why he hadn't brought anything for the youngest, Reina, was somewhat amusing, but he didn't actually want to see it happen.

"Yes. They still remain..."

"I'll make some snacks for Judy to comfort her. Is there anything you need, Father, Mother?"

"No, I'm fine."

"I'm fine too. Theo, are you sure you don't need to rest?"

"This peace is my rest."

Theodore answered thus and said, "Then I'll take my leave," before walking out.
As soon as he stepped outside, a sweet fragrance tickled his nose.

"Theo."

It was Yuria Arsein, waiting for him right outside the door.
The knights standing near the door didn't dare meet Yuria's eyes, quickly bowing their heads and avoiding her gaze.
For a knight of the Skyroad Duchy, being distracted by Yuria's overwhelming beauty was absolutely unacceptable.
They chose to avert their eyes, fearing that if they looked at the future mistress of the Skyroad Duchy for too long, they would be unable to tear their gaze away due to instinct.
As knights, they could not harbor impure thoughts toward the future mistress of the Skyroad Duchy.

'It's still unpleasant to think about.'

Theodore knew that such behavior from the knights was expected.
And they were actually trying to maintain their proper duties, so they had done nothing wrong.
But just the thought of the possibility made him feel somewhat displeased.

The apocalyptic threat brought by the Helminths had ended, with only stragglers remaining, yet somehow his desire refused to subside.
Though they had both reached a stage where they no longer cared about others' gazes, Theodore suppressed the hand of desire reaching toward Yuria.
If he gave in now, he feared he would lose track of time exploring her.

"Are you going to make snacks for them now?"

Yuria asked with a smile.
Since the room hadn't been soundproofed, she had heard his conversation with the Duke and Duchess about making snacks for Judis and Reina.

"That's the plan."

Seeing Yuria's face at close range, Theodore redirected his hand—which had been about to reach for her chest or hips—to her head, gently stroking her hair.
Her fine silver hair still felt pleasant to touch.

"What would you like to do?"

"I wonder? Sweet things don't really appeal to me..."

Yuria, who spent her time wielding a sword when not with Theodore, didn't particularly like sweet things.
Of course, she didn't dislike them, but she wasn't fond enough to seek them out regularly.

"Then shall I make you something spicy instead?"

"Yes! That would be nice."

"Alright, let's head to the kitchen first."

"Yes!"

By the time they reached the kitchen of the Skyroad Duchy, the two were naturally holding hands.
When they entered, the kitchen was empty.

Unless specific orders were given, it was time for most of the busy kitchen staff to take a break.
In particular, while the exclusive chefs of the Skyroad Duchy prepared separate meals for the direct family members, the other cooks were often busy preparing breakfast, lunch, and dinner for the knights and servants of the Skyroad household.
Theodore had occasionally helped them with this work.
Of course, those who received his help were initially overwhelmed with honor and burden, but after repeated occurrences, everyone eventually adapted.

"Now then."

Theodore made preparations and began baking a cake for Judis and Reina.
Then he quickly prepared a snack for Yuria—spicy tteokbokki.
Yuria sat in a chair in the kitchen, smiling as she watched him work with nimble hands, preparing everything efficiently without pause.

"I think I've really gotten used to your cooking, Theo."

"That's good. It means I've captured your palate."

"Are you afraid I might run away?"

Yuria asked playfully.
At her words, Theodore chuckled and handed her the bowl of tteokbokki, saying:

"If you tried to run, could you escape?"

"No. That would be impossible."

Theodore nodded at Yuria's answer as she accepted the tteokbokki.

"Yes, impossible."

As he spoke, Theodore lightly placed his hand on Yuria's thigh.
Her breath grew slightly hotter at his touch, but both were deliberately restraining their desire to throw themselves at each other in this moment.

Theodore smiled as Yuria took a bite of tteokbokki, her small lips moving contentedly with a satisfied expression.
At the same time, he thought how truly peaceful their current situation was.
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"This is delicious."

Yuria smiled with satisfaction as she ate the tteokbokki Theodore had made.

"I think what Theo makes tastes the best."

"Of course. It's probably because I put my heart into making it for you."

At Theodore's words, Yuria smiled and took another bite of tteokbokki. Theodore's hand still rested on her thigh, while his gaze remained fixed on her lips.
The sight of the red tteokbokki sauce around her pale pink lips somehow seemed seductive.

"You're increasingly stimulating me."

Theodore said this without taking his eyes off her face.
Yuria gave a satisfied smile at his intense gaze.

"Is that why you find it hard to look away from me?"

"That's right. Every time I see you, it becomes harder to take my eyes off you."

Their relationship had developed into something they couldn't have imagined a year ago, but now they had reached a point where neither could imagine living without the other.

"You used to be shy and modest, but now everything about you seems so alluring that it drives me crazy."

Though Yuria had worked hard to overcome her shyness, she still maintained her sweet and gentle demeanor, but now she exuded a powerful scent of seduction born from her newfound confidence.

"Theo, will you do me a favor?"

"What favor?"

"The cake still needs some time to bake, right?"

"Yes. It'll need about 15 more minutes."

He had made the tteokbokki on the spot with prepared ingredients, but the cake needed some time to bake.

"Then in the meantime... would you feed me directly?"

Yuria gave him a coy smile as she gently pushed the bowl of tteokbokki toward Theodore.
Since they had done similar things many times before, Theodore immediately nodded.

"With pleasure. I'd consider it an honor."

Theodore's manner of speaking had gradually changed from before.
When they first started dating, he would have answered, "If that's what you want."
But now he was elevating her by saying he would consider it an honor.

"Here."

Theodore speared a piece of tteokbokki with a fork and brought it to Yuria's lips. She opened her mouth like a baby bird receiving food from its mother and ate the rice cake.
Theodore felt satisfied watching Yuria chew with her slightly small lips.

Just seeing her enjoy the food he made filled him with happiness.

"Theo, this time will you feed me with your mouth?"

Yuria made her next request after eating the tteokbokki.

"Would that be okay?"

Before Theodore could answer, Yuria looked at him with her clear, large, beautiful blue eyes, giving him an intense gaze.
Hearing her words, Theodore realized he had no means to refuse.
He had no intention of refusing in the first place, but her way of asking only confirmed his state of mind.

"You're quite an extraordinary woman."

"What?"

When Yuria gave him a puzzled look at his words, Theodore smirked.

"You swept into my life without giving me a chance to catch my breath, captured my heart, and now you've completely made me yours."

He had never imagined falling for a woman like this.
But he thought his current self was better than ever before.

"Hehe, so does that mean you belong to me, Theo?"

"That's right. And you belong to me too."

Theodore said this as he took a piece of tteokbokki in his mouth and brought it close to her lips.
Understanding his intention, Yuria bit the other end of the rice cake, and Theodore's tongue pushed it into her mouth while lightly licking her lips.
As he watched Yuria eat the tteokbokki passed from his mouth to hers, Theodore realized that his other hand had found its way to her chest.
He wasn't roughly grabbing her full, firm, large breasts, but gently caressing them with his hand.

"Mmm..."

Yuria let out a slight pleasurable moan at the sensation.
As they enjoyed their time together, the cake was finally ready, and all the tteokbokki had disappeared into Yuria's mouth.

"Well, I should go deliver the cake now. What would you like to do?"

"Of course I'll go with you, Theo. Why ask such an obvious question?"

"Haha, you're right. It is obvious."

Theodore nodded with a smile once again.
By now, having Yuria by his side felt completely natural.
Though she was staying at the Arsein ducal residence, he wondered if he should have her stay at the Skyroad mansion instead.

'That would require marriage.'

If they married after graduating from the academy and lived together, she would become the future Duchess of Skyroad and stay by his side for life.
Suddenly, the fact that they still had more than two years until graduation felt regrettable.

'Two years feels so long.'

With that thought, Theodore finished the final touches on the cake, completing a strawberry cream cake that both Judith and Reina would enjoy, and cut it into servable pieces.
Though it was made quickly and lacked the effort of a day-long preparation, it was sufficient as a simple snack.

"It turned out well."

Yuria commented admiringly as she looked at the neatly sliced cake.

"Would you like to try some?"

"No, I'm fine."

Yuria declined since she wasn't particularly fond of sweet things and had already eaten tteokbokki as a snack.
Theodore had anticipated her refusal and smiled slightly as he took her hand.
In that state, he teleported directly to the room where Judith and Reina were.

"Kyahaha! S-Sister! T-that tickles!"

From inside the room came sounds suggesting Reina was being teased.

"They seem to get along well."

"Yes, very well. I'm truly glad."

Yuria was pleased to see these girls, who were the same age or a year younger than her sister Lilia, looking so bright and happy.
And Theodore was also glad his sisters got along well as he knocked on the door with the back of his hand.

"Judith, Reina. I've brought snacks. Could you open the door?"

Even though they were his sisters, it wouldn't be proper to open the door to a room where only women were present, so Theodore asked politely.
However, despite Theodore's politeness, the door swung open forcefully.

"Brother~ Our wonderful brother who saved the world is back! Yaaay! Oh, Yuria is here too!"

Judith came rushing out first, her dazzling blonde hair swaying as she smiled brightly.
Delighted that Theodore had saved the world, her gaze immediately went to the two strawberry cream cakes on the plate in his hand.

*Gulp*

Judith swallowed her saliva at the sight, seemingly craving something sweet.
She had already known Theodore would bring snacks.
The Duke of Skyroad had informed her in advance.

"Ah, Brother! I heard the news! You saved the world, and I'm truly proud as your sister."

Unlike the energetic Judith, Reina emerged later, having composed herself, and congratulated Theodore on his victory with a gentle smile and modest gesture.

"Yes, Reina. I've made cake for you two to share, so enjoy it together."

"Thank you, Brother."

Reina expressed her gratitude, and Theodore immediately levitated the plate to the table inside the room.

"Brother, I heard you went to see Yuria first instead of coming straight to us after saving the world?"

Judith, who had grabbed Theodore's arm, wore an expression anticipating an interesting story.
Whether she was feeling restless from being confined at home, or her mood was elevated due to the world being saved from the brink of apocalypse, she seemed more energetic than usual.

'Everyone would react this way.'

It was unreasonable to expect a restrained response.
People worldwide had lived with anxiety for ages, fearing the approaching end of the world.
Being liberated from that fear meant experiencing the kind of excitement that Judith was showing now.
Even the composed Reina was visibly suppressing her excitement despite her joy.

"That's my brother~ Saving the world and winning the most beautiful bride in the world~ I'm so happy you're my brother~ Hehe~"

Theodore placed his hands on the heads of both Judith, who was beaming with pride in her brother, and Reina, who smiled in agreement, returning their affection with a gentle smile of his own.
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'It would be difficult to tell her now.'

Theodore felt that William Artin's disgraceful behavior and death were still too heavy to bring up with Reina.
At least now, when everyone was feeling relief that the world had been saved, it was difficult to broach this subject.

"Brother. But how long do I have to stay at home?"

Judith, who had been smiling as Theodore patted her head, asked.
Being the lively person she was, she wanted to freely roam outside again.
However, he couldn't give her the answer she wanted on this matter either.

"You'll have to wait a few more days."

"...Alright."

Judith looked disappointed but didn't throw a tantrum.
She understood the importance of maintaining this barrier as long as Helminths remained, keeping many people safe.

"Then brother, I'll enjoy the cake. Let's eat, Reina!"

"Yes!"

Theodore watched as Judith smiled, took Reina's hand, and entered the room where they tasted the cake placed on the table with forks, their faces beaming with happiness.

"Reina, say 'ah~'. Your big sister will feed you~"

"Um, sister. I can eat by myself..."

Theodore's expression naturally softened as he watched Judith trying to feed Reina with a fork after tasting the cake, and Reina looking embarrassed under his and Yuria's gaze.

"Aren't your siblings cute, Theo?"

"They are."

Theodore nodded in response to Yuria's question as he looked at Judith and Reina.
Both Judith and Reina were precious siblings to him.
He sincerely wished for them to live happily and hoped they would live without hardship or pain.

"Me too. I love Lilia so much."

Yuria smiled as she spoke, as if understanding Theodore's feelings.
In fact, when it came down to it, both he and Yuria were equally excessive in their love for their siblings compared to others.

'Just as I'm weak for Judi, Yuria is weak for Lilia.'

* * *

Yuria felt strange watching Theodore look at Judith and Reina with such adoration.
She knew how much he loved his siblings, but it felt like seeing herself in how she cherished and loved Lilia.

She was happy when Lilia told her she loved her as a sister. Though she didn't show it much, it was painful enough to break her heart when Lilia distanced herself.
And she was truly sad that she couldn't share love with her.

'Theo gets along well with his siblings... I wonder if Lilia and I can get along again?'

Yuria harbored such doubts.
Seeing Judith and Reina made her worry whether she and Lilia could ever be close again.
Lilia would also be targeted like herself in the future, so she would need Theodore's protection.

'But...'

She simply couldn't give up her place as Theodore's woman to Lilia.
It wasn't just that Theodore didn't love Lilia, and forcing them together would only make them unhappy—her own unwillingness to yield was too strong.

"Yuria."

At that moment, Theodore took her hand.

"While those two eat and play, let's give them some space."

"Yes."

Yuria nodded at his suggestion to leave now that they had delivered the snacks, and Theodore took her hand and moved.
The place he transported them to was none other than the training ground.
Specifically, the training ground assigned to him as the heir of the Skyroad Duchy.

"Theo, are we going to train?"

"Yes, that's right."

When Yuria asked if he wanted to train since he suddenly brought her here, Theodore nodded and confirmed.

"Your mind seems quite complicated. Let's just clear it out."

Yuria smiled, feeling the consideration in his words.

"Yes, thank you."

With that expression of gratitude, Yuria drew her sword.
And as she took her stance, Theodore also pulled out a sword from his spatial storage and assumed his position.

'Still difficult to reach him.'

Yuria realized how much stronger Theodore had become just by facing him.
If the previous Theodore had seemed like a mountain peak rising through the clouds, now he seemed to have reached beyond the clouds into space.

'Still... my goal hasn't changed.'

If he grew stronger, she would become stronger too.
With that thought, Yuria calmly composed her emotions.
Focusing solely on her sword and calming herself, she attacked Theodore with a thrusting stance.

"Thrust more sharply."

Theodore blocked her attack while offering advice, and Yuria remembered his counsel as she launched a series of attacks.

"Good! Put more clear intent into it! Yes! Like that!"

Yuria felt exhilarated as she swung her sword, forgetting everything else and focusing only on her blade while receiving Theodore's guidance.

"Haaah!"

As Yuria continued swinging her sword with battle cries, she felt Theodore easily deflect her blade and swiftly grab her wrist.
She was subdued in an instant.

"Ah."

After being restrained, Yuria felt her body go limp.
Was it because she had concentrated so hard on swinging her sword?
She was excited, but disappointment washed over her.

For a swordsman, pouring all of one's swordsmanship into a blade was a stimulating pleasure almost as intense as sex.

"Do you feel better now?"

"Yes, I think so."

Yuria smiled in response to Theodore's question.

"And thank you, Theo."

Yuria appreciated his thoughtfulness in deliberately training with her out of consideration.
Then Theodore displayed a gentle smile on his handsome face and softly caressed her face.

"I only did what was natural."

Theodore said as he lightly wiped the sweat from her forehead with his finger.

"Now we should prepare your outfit."

"My outfit?"

"Yes. There will be a party in about two days."

"...That's right."

Yuria belatedly remembered the party.
Attending a party with Theodore wasn't difficult for her.
But this party was a political show to demonstrate that he had saved the world as the Chosen One.

'Theo probably doesn't like this kind of thing...'

Of course, she didn't particularly enjoy parties either.
But having been born as a duchess of a ducal family, she understood her duties and followed them.
Theodore too was simply fulfilling his obligations.

'Still, going with Theo won't be bad.'

She thought that a party with Theodore wouldn't be unpleasant.
As for dancing, Theodore had learned it as part of his education, and she too had basic knowledge of dance.
From the beginning, being skilled with a sword, learning to dance wasn't particularly difficult for her as she was good at moving her body.
With her superior physical sense compared to ordinary noble women, she quickly grasped the essentials of dancing and mastered it easily.
She just hadn't had many opportunities to actually dance.

"Theo, are you planning to showcase our relationship more at this opportunity?"

"That's the plan. I've prepared and thought of something for you."

Theodore seemed to have already prepared something for her.

'Should I prepare something too?'

However, there wasn't much she could properly prepare.
Something that would please him...

'It's me.'

If there was a gift that would please him, it would be herself.
Then there was only one thing she needed to do.

'I need to dress in a way that publicly shows I am Theo's woman.'

It seemed she would need her mother's help for this.
Her mother, the Duchess of Arsein, would be able to help her.
After all, she only wore dresses for important events occasionally, had no interest in feminine accessories, and didn't even know how to apply makeup.

For her, a swordswoman, makeup for occasional events was something she left to the maids of the Arsein Duchy, and her appearance was always perfect even without makeup.
Just by taking care of her hair, her skin, figure, and beauty were all perfect, so she had never felt it was an issue.

But this time, she felt she needed to pay special attention.

"Theo, is the gift a secret?"

"Well, wouldn't it be more fun that way? Knowing in advance would take away some of the excitement, right?"

"Hehe, I suppose so. Then Theo, may I look forward to it?"

"Of course. I'd be grateful if you did."
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* * *

"We survived!"

"The Chosen One won!"

"Hooray!"

Cheers erupted worldwide as people celebrated escaping the apocalypse.
Several hours after news of the victory had spread to civilians across all nations, the entire world was in a festive mood.

"Hahaha! Drink! Drink! Today all drinks are 50% off!"

"What? They're not free?"

"Hey, bartender! Don't be stingy! On a day like today, shouldn't you be giving out free drinks?"

"That's right! Be a little more generous!"

In the tavern, patrons were increasingly demanding free drinks from the owner who had offered a 50% discount to celebrate the world being saved from destruction.

"Quiet, you fools! If I give everything away for free, what am I supposed to live on?"

But the tavern owner, whose livelihood depended on the establishment's revenue, naturally refused and kept the discount fixed at 50%.
While the world was filled with celebration, there was one place where a dark atmosphere prevailed, completely opposite to the bright smiles everywhere else.

"Sigh, so the Chosen One prevented the apocalypse and saved the world..."

Former Duke Artin, Elliot, sighed as he gazed out the window at the celebrating world with dark eyes.
Shut in like a recluse with only newspapers to read, he felt utterly empty, reduced to living on anonymous donations.
The Artin duchy had already been claimed by a distant nephew, and while he still held the title of duke, his influence had shrunk tremendously.
Everything was seen as his just deserts.

"Sob, Theodore... Reina..."

Ceres was crying again today.
And Elliot no longer had the energy to comfort her.
He too had become so listless that he was in no position to console anyone.

"Sigh."

Originally, at this moment when their biological son had saved the world, they should have risen as a glorious couple.
But despite having given birth to two sons and a daughter, they were estranged from their eldest son and youngest daughter—the Chosen One who saved the world—who had gone to the Skyroad Duchy in the Arkan Empire.
William Artin, who had been in a mental institution, was nowhere to be found.

'To think I would fall this far.'

The man who was once envied by all as the father of the Chosen One was no more.
Having lost even his position as head of the Artin duchy, forced into retirement, and living in seclusion reading newspapers—that was the entirety of his life.
If there was anything else, it was merely listening to his wife Ceres crying every day.

All of this was his own doing.
Blinded by the prestige of having the Chosen One, he had not only discriminated against his eldest son Theodore Artin but completely ignored him—and this was the result.

"You look quite pathetic now."

Elliot raised his head in surprise upon hearing a voice he never expected to hear in this place.
Ceres, who had been crying, also looked up with a shocked expression.

"T-Theodore? Is that you?"

Ceres stammered, staring at Theodore whose appearance she never imagined seeing here.
She reached out her hand as if wondering whether she was seeing an illusion, looking like someone who had lost her mind.
However, her hand never reached Theodore.

An invisible barrier prevented her hand from touching him.

"Theodore..."

Elliot called out to him with a voice filled with complex emotions.
But Theodore barely glanced at the two of them and instead looked around the house they lived in as he spoke.

"William Artin is dead. As the Chosen One, I eliminated the human traitor who tried to cooperate with Helminto to destroy the world, and I've come to inform his parents—you—of this fact."

"W-what?!"

Elliot cried out in shock.
Upon hearing that William was dead, he stared at Theodore in disbelief.

"My visit to this house is solely to inform you of this fact."

Theodore, making it clear that his only purpose for visiting was to deliver this news, ignored Ceres's sobbing.

"Sob, Theodore... please, even if just for a moment, let this mother talk with you... This mother has always missed both you and Reina so much..."

Theodore didn't even bother to answer Ceres's plea, ignoring her completely.

"William Artin tried to destroy this world to satisfy his greed. I wonder what kind of education you gave your son that made him only covet what belonged to others—you've truly done a remarkable job of ruining him. I punished him for his crimes as he tried to destroy the world without any remorse until the end."

"William, William. Aaaaargh?!"

Ceres, who had been calling William's name, suddenly grabbed her head and let out a terrible scream.
She had belatedly recalled Theodore's words that William was dead.
She was not in her right mind at this point.

"William..."

Though he had been a scoundrel, upon receiving news of his son's death from his eldest son, Elliot's expression became empty.
Moreover, from the mouth of the Chosen One, he heard that his son had tried to destroy the world.

"Now that I've delivered this news, we're done. I would prefer if we never had to see each other again for the rest of our lives."

With those words, Theodore disappeared as if he couldn't stand being there any longer.
Staring at the spot where he had vanished, Ceres began muttering like a madwoman—or rather, as the madwoman she was.

"Ha, haha... Theodore... where did you go when your mother is so sad? Come back. Hey, come back. Can't you see how sad your mother is?"

Elliot lowered his head at the sight of Ceres.
He was once again filled with belated regret, wondering how they had fallen into such ruin.
But it was all too late.

'If I had another chance...'

If he had another chance, he would want to undo everything.
He would prevent the situation where his second son died at the hands of his eldest, where his second son became twisted into a monster trying to destroy the world, and where his eldest son and youngest daughter cut ties with them.

But all of this was just futile, belated regret.

* * *

"I see. So William oppa... I mean, orabeoni..."

Theodore had called Reina separately to inform her about William Artin's death.
A day later, thinking she should know the truth, he told her.

"Thank you for telling me, orabeoni."

Reina said, forcing a smile.
However, the darkness in her expression did not disappear.
For her, William Artin had always been a source of fear.

A frightening brother who might inflict violence on her at any moment...
But hearing that he was dead made her feelings complicated.
It seemed she couldn't completely sever the blood ties after all.

"Your feelings must be very complicated, right?"

"...Yes."

Reina nodded in affirmation to Theodore's question.
Then she spoke honestly.

"I thought I had cut all blood ties... He was someone who only scared me, with not a single good memory... But hearing that he died trying to destroy the world... it's complicated."

Theodore had told Reina most of the facts but didn't tell her how William had thought of her.
William had treated her as a traitor, tortured her cruelly, and even had desires to violate her.
Such stories were too cruel to tell Reina honestly, so he couldn't bring himself to say them.

'I should keep this secret.'

Or perhaps if Reina asked later out of curiosity, he might tell her.
But volunteering such information was too cruel for the young girl.

"I imagine so. Reina, to be honest, I have mixed feelings too."

"You too, orabeoni?"

Reina showed a slightly surprised reaction.
It seemed unbelievable to her that he would feel conflicted, given that what he had endured was incomparably worse than what she had suffered.
Theodore gently stroked her head as he spoke.

"Yes. Even though I don't have a single good memory of him, I still wonder 'what if.' What if he hadn't become the filth rotting at the bottom."

"I suppose so..."

There was no intention whatsoever to defend William Artin.
He deserved to die.
But it was impossible not to think about the possibility of how things might have been different if the Artin ducal couple hadn't provided such twisted upbringing.

"Still, the fact that William Artin is dead is clear."

"Yes, I know."

Reina nodded with a firm expression, placing her hand lightly on her chest.
He who tried to destroy the world was evil incarnate and deserved to die.
That fact remained unchanged.

"And Reina, are you ready for the party tomorrow?"
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At Theodore's sudden mention of a party, Reina nodded with a determined expression.

"Yes. I'm preparing for it."

Originally, in the Artin Duchy, she had been responsible for cleaning up all of William's messes and resolving them. Although she had been freed from such duties after becoming the youngest member of the Skyroad Duchy, she still had to participate in large-scale events like this as a member of the Skyroad family.

"It's not a major role, but it's an important occasion where the Skyroad Duchy's reputation is at stake."

Though she would likely just stand beside the Duke and Duchess of Skyroad alongside Judith without any specific role, once at the party, many people would take interest in her and approach her. Even though she was an adopted daughter of the Skyroad Duchy, she was the blood sister of Theodore Skyroad, the chosen one who had saved the world from the brink of apocalypse. Naturally, she would attract the attention of countless people.

"Since many eyes will be on me, I absolutely won't make any mistakes."

Reina spoke with determination. She knew well that tomorrow's party, though not hosted by the Skyroad Duchy, was even more important.

The Emperor of the Arkan Empire was holding this party to widely announce that a hero from their country had saved the world. It was meant to be a display not just within the Arkan Empire but to the entire world. Since the party was being organized hastily, they hadn't actively invited figures from other countries, but diplomats would attend, highlighting the party's importance to other nations.

"You don't need to feel too pressured. This party is just meant as a warning anyway."

This party was a warning from the Arkan Empire, the Skyroad Duchy, and Theodore Skyroad himself to the world.

'Yes, just a warning.'

A warning not to forget who saved the world, and not to dare think of rising against them.

"Is Judith excited?"

"...Yes. My sister seemed happy about attending such a large party with me."

Reina's expression also showed subtle joy as she spoke. Though she seemed to be swept along by the enthusiastic Judith, Reina genuinely enjoyed her sister's affection and was clearly happy and looking forward to attending this grand party with a sister who loved her.

"I'll be spending most of my time with Yuria, so I won't be able to look after you directly during the party. If you need anything, ask Mother."

"Mother? Not Sister Judith?"

"She'll probably be the one needing your help."

"Pfft~ Ah, I'm sorry, Brother..."

Reina couldn't help but burst into laughter at Theodore's words. As lively as she was, she had been feeling stifled being confined at home and was greatly excited about finally being able to go outside to attend the party. She was so happy that she had hugged Reina and hopped around like a rabbit in front of the entire family.

"But that's why I love her as my sister."

Reina smiled brightly. Others might think that her sister Judith seemed less mature than herself. But Reina loved her sister for that very reason. Though she was considered well-behaved, she was always grateful to her sister who actively encouraged her when she couldn't be assertive herself. That's why she was so glad to have her as a sister, and wanted to do anything she could for her.

"If my sister needs my help, I'll do anything for her."

"Yes, I know you would."

Theodore placed his hand on Reina's shoulder as he spoke.

"If anyone disrespects you, let me know. As your brother... I'll make sure they understand the consequences of disrespecting my sister."

Theodore had no intention of forgiving anyone who might harm Reina.

"Yes, I will."

Reina smiled brightly, genuinely happy that she no longer had to endure difficult and painful things alone.

* * *

There were preparations to be made for tomorrow's party. As Theodore stood alone in the middle of a deserted area, a black-haired young man with looks that rivaled even Theodore's appeared before him. It was Ji-hoo Yoo, who served as the guardian of another dimension connected to this world.

"The confirmation is complete."

Ji-hoo approached Theodore and held up a small sphere as he spoke.

"Good, thank you."

Theodore expressed his gratitude while gazing at the sphere, which then transformed into numerous pieces of information. It changed into the form of a continental map with red markings appearing throughout.

"Locations of Helminthos and their eggs..."

Theodore murmured as he looked at the points spread across the map. These locations were found through the combined abilities of himself, Ji-hoo, and Ji-hoo's sister, Ha-rin Yoo.

"The work was more complicated than expected, but with your help, my sister and I were able to find them all. Once we eliminate these creatures, this world will be safe unless there's another external invasion."

Ji-hoo spoke with a gentle smile, appearing motivated despite this not being his own world.

"You're quite enthusiastic for something that's not even your own world."

"Haha, actually, I'm quite used to saving other worlds. And does a person need a reason to save others?"

Ji-hoo spoke as if it were the most natural thing. He was using his power to save others without expecting anything in return, seemingly driven purely by his sense of justice.

"That's true."

Theodore didn't deny his words. As someone with power, he also sympathized with the idea that protecting innocent and powerless people was only natural.

'As someone with power, there's no reason to abandon the weak.'

In his childhood, he had long since abandoned any hope of being helped by others. He had naturally resented the world. But while living with the Skyroad Duchy, he had accepted saving the world as his mission, and had even saved the people of the Britannia Empire.

"If I have the power to prevent it but let innocent people die... it feels wrong and makes me uncomfortable."

"I completely agree with that."

Ji-hoo nodded happily at Theodore's words. He seemed genuinely pleased that Theodore agreed with him.

"However, we need to be careful about the possibility of being used."

In a world where continued kindness is often seen as an entitlement, Ji-hoo seemed to understand this point as he nodded without hesitation.

"I understand that well. For me, my sister has always handled that part well... so it hasn't been a major issue."

"I suppose that's true."

Theodore thought about Ha-rin Yoo, Ji-hoo's sister who wasn't present. With beauty rivaling Yuria's, she was stronger than Ji-hoo and, above all, seemed to possess quite twisted emotions. The fact that she loved her brother Ji-hoo romantically was their own business, not something for him to interfere with. He didn't have the hobby of wasting energy on others' romantic affairs. What was important was that Ha-rin seemed to value nothing except Ji-hoo.

'If that guy Ji-hoo hadn't existed... she would have been a terrible enemy.'

But that was just a possibility that would never happen. Right now, he was cooperating with the Ji-hoo and Ha-rin siblings, and they were helping to locate the Helminthos.

"Then let's deal with all of them quickly."

"That would be best."

The Helminthos would now all disappear. Their eggs would also be completely eliminated, and the Helminthos would be completely eradicated from this world, no longer posing any threat.

Fifteen minutes later, thin beams of light pouring from various points in the sky completely erased all Helminthos existing in this world without leaving a trace. The possibility of Helminthos threatening this world again had now vanished without a trace.

'Now Judith can play comfortably again.'

She would be at ease now that there was no need to maintain the barrier anymore.

"Then I'll be returning to my world now."

"Alright, I won't forget your help."

"Hehe, yes. Farewell then."

"Take care."

After saying goodbye to Ji-hoo who had departed, Theodore looked at the empty space where he had been and thought while gazing at the sky.

'I just hope peace continues.'

Ch.174 - {Side Story: In Peace} 10
# Side Story: In Peace

It would be nice if this peace could continue forever.

'But threats will come someday.'

However, threats would eventually arrive.
But at least for now, it was fine to enjoy the peace.

* * *

Information about a large-scale party in the Arkan Empire spread throughout the world.
Normally, such events would have a preparation period, inviting people over the course of a week to a month while making various arrangements, but this party, despite its large scale, was happening unusually quickly.

It was such a hasty event that it was questionable whether everyone who wanted to attend could make it.

"A party to commemorate how the Chosen One saved the world?"

"The Chosen One and the Duke of Skyroad will be attending, so I can't miss it!"

Nevertheless, countless people wanted to attend.
After all, the opportunity to personally participate in an event commemorating how the Chosen One—of all people—saved the world would be hard to come by.

'I must attend this.'

'It would be dishonorable not to participate in such a historic occasion.'

'I will definitely attend!'

The upper class of the Arkan Empire spared no effort to attend this event, even using teleportation magic circles if they were in distant regions.
And naturally, the diplomats from the Suran Empire and Britannia Empire staying in the Arkan Empire also decided to attend.
They were essentially representing their respective empires on the orders of the emperors they served.

"This world seems to have a lively atmosphere."

Yu Ji-hoo smiled as he looked at the scenery of this world.
After cooperating with Theodore yesterday to eliminate dangerous elements called Helminth in this world and returning to his own world, he had come to the capital of the Arkan Empire as a tourist to see the large-scale party.

"Yes, it's almost noisy with all the commotion."

Yu Ha-rin responded with cold eyes as she looked around.
She and Ji-hoo were currently using their abilities to conceal their presence to avoid drawing attention.
Ji-hoo's handsome appearance and Ha-rin's transcendent beauty would inevitably attract attention in any world.
Especially if Ha-rin's appearance became known, it would cause quite a commotion.
Her beauty was on par with Yuria Arsein, considered the most beautiful woman in this world.

'Of course, my sister is the best to me.'

Thinking this, Ji-hoo gently took Ha-rin's hand, and her cold expression immediately melted away, a gentle smile blooming on her face like spring flowers.

"Noona, since we're here sightseeing, would you like to try on a dress?"

"A dress?"

"Yes. How about we dance together, just the two of us, somewhere private?"

"Yes! I'd like that. Dancing with Ji-hoo—I should be the one asking for that."

Ha-rin nodded brightly, smiling. If it was something Ji-hoo wanted, if it was something they could do together, she was happy with anything.
Currently, she was wearing a simple black one-piece dress, so he would need to find a black dress that suited her.
Thinking about this, Ji-hoo placed his hand on her chest, anticipating how she would look in a dress.

"Noona, your chest is really big."

"Hehe, Ji-hoo. Do you want to drink this noona's milk?"

They were already intimate enough to have had a child together.
Moreover, Ha-rin had the ability to control her body so that breast milk was always available.
After all, with powers that allowed her to travel between worlds and kill godlike beings, earning her the title of Empress who essentially ruled her world, such control was trivial for her.
And Ji-hoo quite enjoyed drinking her milk in secret.

"I'll have some later. If I drink now, I don't think I'll be able to hold back."

Naturally, it would lead to sex next.
But since he planned to enjoy that after returning home, Ji-hoo quietly declined, causing Ha-rin to look disappointed.

"Okay, Ji-hoo. But tell me if you want it. My body is always ready for you."

"I hear that often."

"Well, it's something I say daily, isn't it?"

Ha-rin said this with an incredibly happy smile.
Just then, they sensed a presence.

Despite using their powers to conceal their existence from the people of this world, there was only one person in this world who could perceive them.

"Hello."

Theodore raised his hand lightly in greeting.
Dressed in formal attire that was elegant without being overly flashy, he looked the part of today's party's main character.
With one hand in his pocket, he had a somewhat roguish air, but combined with his sculpted features that rivaled Ji-hoo's handsomeness, it was enough to make women lose their senses.

However, Ha-rin, who thought only of Ji-hoo, looked at Theodore with indifferent eyes.
Previously, she had felt a kind of self-loathing toward Edwin, who seemed to have a similar disposition to her if his gender were changed.
But unlike Edwin, Theodore wasn't of her kind, so instead of self-loathing, she simply felt indifferent.
If he was useful to Ji-hoo, he was worth keeping around; if he seemed harmful to Ji-hoo, she would kill him.
That was the extent of her thoughts about Theodore.

"Ah, Theodore-ssi. And that person is... your fiancée, I presume?"

Theodore hadn't come alone.
With him was a beautiful woman with dazzling silver hair, gentle blue eyes, and wearing a dress with blue hues.
With beauty and figure rivaling Ha-rin's, she was clearly Theodore's fiancée, Yuria Arsein.

"I'm Yuria Arsein. I've heard about you two from Theo. It's nice to meet you."

As Yuria greeted them with a gentle smile, Ji-hoo responded politely.

"I'm Yu Ji-hoo. It's an honor to meet Theodore-ssi's fiancée."

Having spent time in Terra, a world similar to this one, Ji-hoo drew on that experience to offer a respectful greeting.
Meanwhile, Ha-rin crossed her arms and stared at Yuria with cold eyes.

"I'm Ha-rin. I'm Ji-hoo's wife and older sister."

Having finished her brief introduction, Ha-rin showed little interest in Yuria Arsein.
If Ji-hoo didn't exist, Yuria might have been an interesting experimental subject for Ha-rin.
Born with the world's blessing and possessing overwhelming beauty like herself, but lacking combat abilities unlike herself—Ha-rin might have done various inhumane things to her.
But since Ji-hoo disliked such things, Ha-rin, who had maintained moral boundaries since childhood for his sake, simply regarded Yuria with indifference.

"Yes, Ha-rin-ssi. You're truly beautiful."

Yuria, seemingly already aware of her personality, smiled gently despite Ha-rin's cold attitude.
Ji-hoo, relieved by this, gave Ha-rin a subtle look.

"Noona."

"I understand, Ji-hoo. I'm sorry."

Unable to resist Ji-hoo, Ha-rin immediately apologized and smiled.
However, that smile was not genuine but rather a mask she put on.

"Yuria-yang, right? You're beautiful too."

"Thank you."

After these brief introductions, Theodore asked Ji-hoo:

"What brings you here? It doesn't seem like there's a problem."

"Well, nothing special... I just wanted to do some sightseeing. I heard there's a big party today, so I thought I'd have a private date with noona somewhere in the party venue."

"Be careful to stay hidden from others' eyes, like you are now. If you two reveal yourselves in this world, things might get troublesome."

"I know. That's why we're keeping ourselves concealed."

Ji-hoo answered with a smile, and Theodore smiled lightly in response.

"Then enjoy yourselves. I'll be busy today, so I can't pay attention to much else."

While it sounded like he was saying he'd be busy as the main character of today's party, Ji-hoo understood the true meaning.
He meant he would be busy paying attention to his fiancée, Yuria.

"I'll be busy as well."

"Right. Have a good time."

"Take care."

With that, Theodore took Yuria's hand as she said goodbye to Ji-hoo and Ha-rin, and left with a gentle smile.
After watching them disappear instantly through spatial movement, Ji-hoo took Ha-rin's hand.
It felt like a competition somehow, but seeing the other couple planning to spend quality time together made him feel like he couldn't lose.

"Noona, let's pick out a dress quickly."

"Yes, Ji-hoo."

Ha-rin, who had instantly read information about the dresses for sale, displayed images of several designs that looked good.

"Ji-hoo, which one do you like?"

Ha-rin asked with an expectant smile.
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"Hmm. Personally, I like this one."

What Yoo Ji-hoo chose was a dress with a shortened skirt length.
It was an open-shoulder style that revealed her shoulders, and the neckline was cut low enough to accentuate Yoo Ha-rin's voluptuous chest.

"Hehe, yes~ I thought you'd like this one too, oppa."

Both outfits were quite deliberately sensual, but Ha-rin felt satisfied that she had intentionally included this dress in the list to sexually stimulate Ji-hoo, and immediately changed her clothes to match.

"Ji-hoo, how do I look?"

Ha-rin asked with a seductive smile as she lightly raised her arms.
Ji-hoo swallowed hard as his eyes traveled up and down Ha-rin's body.
As always, his sister and wife constantly teased and stimulated him explicitly.
Whether at home or outside, he had fallen for her seduction so many times that he had already lost count of how often they had sex and rolled around together at all hours.

"Very nice."

Ji-hoo said as he changed his own clothes into formal attire.
Then he extended his hand to Ha-rin.

"Shall we go together, my wife?"

Ha-rin smiled at Ji-hoo's playful tone and joined in the game.

"Yes, darling."

Taking his outstretched hand, they headed together toward the grand hall where the party was being held.
Already, numerous people could be seen entering the massive hall that served as the banquet venue prepared by the Emperor of the Arkan Empire.

Even though the party hadn't officially begun, countless people had already gathered.
The banquet hall was filled with people in formal attire and dresses, with a buffet of all kinds of food laid out.
Busy servants could be seen hurriedly carrying dishes prepared by the chefs, and the food piled by type on long tables covered with pristine white tablecloths looked visibly extravagant.
Orchestras positioned on both sides were performing, elevating the atmosphere of the banquet hall.

"They've set it up quite impressively."

Ha-rin assessed the lavish arrangement as she observed the many people gathered and conversing.
However, she and Ji-hoo were probably the only ones who had come purely to enjoy the banquet.

"Right?"

Ji-hoo smiled as he casually placed his hand on Ha-rin's waist.

"Everyone else here might have headaches from political concerns, but let's just enjoy ourselves without worrying about that."

"Yes! Ji-hoo, shall we dance lightly together?"

"Let's do that."

Ji-hoo and Ha-rin held hands and moved to an empty space where they began to dance together.
It wasn't a flashy or intense dance, but rather a gentle movement while gazing at each other, with the banquet hall setting enhancing the mood.
And so, the two quietly enjoyed the banquet.

* * *

The people of the Skyroad Duchy had gathered in a waiting room near the banquet hall.

"It's quite noisy inside the banquet hall."

Theodore remarked as he detected each of the numerous presences inside the hall.
Outside, many nobles, wealthy individuals, and even foreign diplomats from other countries were swarming, hoping to establish connections with the Skyroad Duchy and himself, the Chosen One.

'Or perhaps to leave a record that they attended this historic occasion.'

Just being present at this banquet would be something to boast about for generations.
Nobles and the wealthy not only loved financial gain but were also obsessed with honors they could boast about to their descendants.
For such people, this banquet was an opportunity they couldn't miss.

"Reina, don't leave your sister's side, ever."

Judith, with her long blonde hair neatly flowing down and wearing a pink dress, said with a determined expression.
Looking as resolute as a knight heading to battle, she was committed to protecting her cute younger sister Reina at this large-scale party today.

"Yes, sister."

Reina, with her long black hair flowing down like Judith's and wearing an ivory dress, smiled and replied.
With her hands modestly folded, she presented a stark contrast to Judith's energetic demeanor, appearing gentle yet dignified.

"Hehe, Judith is so enthusiastic. Judith, as an older sister, you should take good care of your younger sister, right?"

The Duchess of Skyroad said with an affectionate smile to Judith.

"Yes, Mother! I will protect Reina. If any strange guys try to approach our cute Reina with bad intentions, I'll let them experience holy power infused with explosive properties!"

"Um, sister. That doesn't seem quite right."

Reina hurriedly tried to dissuade Judith, whose words were more extreme than expected, but Judith was already overflowing with enthusiasm.
How much had she wanted a younger sister?
To her, Reina was the cute, lovely, and kind younger sister she had always wanted, an incredibly precious family member.
Anyone trying to take Reina from her would have to defeat her first!
The Duke of Skyroad smiled contentedly at Judith's passionate demeanor before asking Theodore:

"By the way, Theo. Will you be alright being separated from Yuria?"

Theodore had escorted Yuria to the Arcein Duchy's area before coming here.
Normally, Yuria, as the future mistress of the Arcein Duchy, could have joined the Skyroad Duchy members here, but there were other reasons why she couldn't be with them now.

"It's only for about 10 minutes. I don't intend to be apart any longer than that."

"I see. If you keep her waiting too long, she might hold a grudge even after you're married, so be careful."

At the Duke of Skyroad's serious advice, the Duchess of Skyroad slightly raised her eyebrows.

"My, dear. Is that from personal experience?"

"Ugh, my lady."

"Hehe. Are you reflecting on that summer when you were 22, when you told me to wait a moment during our date, then disappeared for an hour before returning?"

"Ahem."

The Duke of Skyroad cleared his throat.
He felt wronged, but he had nothing to say about that incident.
The time he said he was just going to take care of something quickly but got lost in the streets and made her wait for an hour remained his dark history.

"Judith, Reina. I'm going to see Yuria, so I'll see you later."

"Okay! Brother, have a good time with Sister Yuria~"

"I'll see you later, Brother."

"Sure."

After saying goodbye to his sisters, he then addressed the Duke and Duchess of Skyroad:

"Father, Mother. I'll be going to where Yuria is now."

"Alright, take care."

"Don't make any mistakes, and treat Yuria well, son."

"Yes."

Instead of using spatial movement, Theodore opened the door and walked out.
And among the waiting rooms near the banquet hall was the Arcein Duchy's waiting room.

'This isn't the first large party with Yuria...'

Having been engaged to Yuria for over a year, he had many experiences accompanying her.
However, until he unexpectedly fell in love with Yuria after going to Minst Academy, he had only treated her out of obligation, as he hadn't loved her.

'I can't even understand now how I could have had such an attitude back then.'

Now, just seeing Yuria made him feel overwhelmed with love for her.
His gaze was drawn to every part of her, from her face to every inch of her body.
Even now, he was eager to see her.

"Theodore Skyroad here. May I come in?"

Theodore asked, standing in front of the Arcein Duchy's waiting room.

"Yes, come in."

When the Duke of Arcein's permission came from inside, Theodore immediately opened the door and entered.

"Theo."

And the first to approach and welcome him was, of course, Yuria.
Wearing a dress with blue hues, she approached him with a bright smile.
Seeing her in a dress, with her dazzling silver hair swaying as she approached, gave him a different feeling from usual.

"Brother Theodore."

Following her was Lilia, wearing a sky-blue dress.
With her long silver hair flowing straight like Yuria's, she already showed remarkable development despite her young age.
The dress suitable for girls her age needed some adjustment due to her chest size.
Looking like a miniature version of Yuria with her beautiful appearance, she seemed happy just to have Theodore's face in her sight.

"Ahem."

Naturally, the Duke of Arcein was watching the scene with a displeased expression.
It must have been complicated and difficult for him to accept in many ways.
His most beloved youngest daughter was hopelessly infatuated with his eldest daughter's fiancé, and that fiancé was completely in love with his eldest daughter, leaving no chance for his youngest daughter's one-sided love to succeed.
It was problematic whether it succeeded or not, given that he was already engaged to the eldest daughter.

'It would be easiest if Lilia gave up her feelings, but that won't happen.'

Theodore also knew that Lilia would never give up her feelings for him.
However, there was nothing he could do about that.
He just needed to remain faithful to Yuria.

"Yuria, time is approaching. Is everything alright?"

"Yes. No problems. Are you ready too, Theo?"

"Yes, I'm ready."
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Theodore took Yuria's hand, and together they gave a slight bow to Duke and Duchess Arsein before stepping outside. Ignoring Lilia's yearning gaze, he felt the Duchess's slightly sharp glance as they left.

'It must be because of Lilia.'

Not only the Duke but also the Duchess would be distressed as a mother, seeing her youngest daughter caught in a hopeless love. And Yuria was equally troubled by Lilia's gaze.

"There are already many people gathered," Yuria remarked.

As they approached the banquet hall, the voices grew louder and the presence of people became more palpable, prompting her observation.

"That's inevitable. It's better to arrive early for occasions like this."

Since this was a party celebrating and commemorating his saving the world as the Chosen One, people's main purpose was to see him. Some hoped for a chance to speak with him and build connections, but at minimum, they wanted the honor of attending to pass down to their descendants.

'But that's not all there is to it.'

While that was the primary reason, it wasn't everything. Those gathering in the banquet hall were nobles or wealthy individuals. They were naturally seeking additional opportunities to build connections and perhaps discuss profitable ventures. For that reason, arriving early to initiate conversations was advantageous.

"It feels strange that we're entering first to set the mood, and our families will enter later," Yuria said.

Yuria had experience attending such formal parties, including several with Theodore. But even then, they had participated together with the Skyroad and Arsein ducal families. Today, however, they were entering ahead of their families, just the two of them.

"It can't be helped. Today's party is officially to celebrate the Chosen One saving the world."

While they had previously attended parties under the names of the Skyroad and Arsein ducal families, this time they were attending as the Chosen One, which required them to move separately from their families.

"Though I suspect His Majesty has something prepared," he added.

Of course, that was just the official reason. There was a 90% probability that the Emperor had separate preparations in mind.
Standing before the door leading to the banquet hall after passing through the waiting room corridor, Theodore, still holding Yuria's right hand with his left, extended his free right arm forward to open the door himself.

"Let's go in."

Creeeeak!

As the waiting room door opened, the imperial attendants waiting inside the banquet hall announced with magically amplified voices:

"The great hero who saved the world from the crisis of doom, the Chosen One Theodore Skyroad, and his fiancée Yuria Arsein have arrived!"

All eyes in the banquet hall turned toward them at once. Yuria didn't seem particularly comfortable with the attention, but she maintained a composed expression without showing any discomfort, though she wasn't forcing a smile either.

"Ohhh!"

"It's the Chosen One!"

"Kyaa~ He's so handsome!"

"Lady Yuria is beautiful as always."

"The woman of the hero who saved the world should indeed be the greatest beauty in the Arkan Empire... Ugh, I'm envious."

Theodore could hear all the trivial chatter of the people. They were talking excitedly, thinking their voices wouldn't be heard among the crowd, but Theodore had the ability to distinguish and hear all their voices.

"Welcome, Lord Theodore. Lady Yuria."

The one approaching them with a welcoming smile was none other than the Emperor of the Arkan Empire. As the host of the party, he had already taken his place in the banquet hall and came directly to them as soon as they entered, making a show of it.

Theodore gave a very slight nod to the Emperor, whose eyes conveyed, 'I know you dislike these occasions, but please play along.'
Although he had never attended an event of this scale before, as the heir to the Skyroad ducal family, he had often moved for political purposes, so this was simply part of his duty.

"Let me introduce to everyone! Here is the Chosen One and our Arkan Empire's proud hero, Lord Theodore Skyroad, who has graced this occasion with his beautiful fiancée, Lady Yuria Arsein! I ask everyone to give a warm welcome to our great and proud hero who saved the world."

Waaah!

Everyone in the banquet hall applauded. Not just because of the Emperor's command, but with genuine sincerity mixed in their applause.

The reality of having escaped the crisis of doom felt more tangible to them in this moment. Some were cheering for the fact that they no longer needed to fear doom and could return to their daily lives without worry. However, people in their early twenties like Theodore, who had always lived with the threat of doom as a given, seemed somewhat awkward regardless of gender.

'I wish this would end quickly.'

Although he often boasted to himself while keeping others at a distance, Theodore ironically wasn't interested in showing off to others. It was a fact that his power was immensely strong. There was nothing special about receiving recognition for something so obvious. Such occasions were merely troublesome to him.

But today felt somewhat different.

"Theo, shall we dance?" Yuria asked.

In the banquet hall, there were more people engaged in conversation than eating at the buffet. Those drinking wine and talking were now all staring at Theodore and Yuria. As the protagonists of today's event, they would be significant even just standing still, but Yuria seemed to want to make a grand declaration using this opportunity. Conveniently, there was an empty space perfect for dancing, and it was obvious who had arranged it.

"Heh heh."

When Theodore glanced at the Emperor, he was met with a knowing look. The Emperor had prepared a place for Theodore and Yuria to dance alone, anticipating that Theodore would find the party boring, and wanted to give them time together.

"It would be my honor to dance with you," Theodore said.

He released Yuria's hand and extended his right hand to her with a smile, formally requesting a dance.

"May I have this dance, my fiancée, Lady Yuria Arsein?"

"Yes, of course, my fiancé, Lord Theodore Skyroad."

Yuria smiled and placed her right hand on Theodore's. Simultaneously, the Emperor gave a signal, and the musicians began playing a new piece.

"Oh, it seems the Chosen One is going to dance with his fiancée!"

"Shall we dance too?"

"No, let's watch first."

"Yes, I want to see if their relationship is really as deep and strong as the rumors say."

The Arsein ducal family was one of the three great ducal families, among the highest-ranking in the Arkan Empire. As the eldest daughter of that family, Yuria Arsein's status was beyond what others could aspire to, and as the fiancée of the Chosen One, she was flawless.

The greatest beauty in the Arkan Empire, or rather, across the continent.
Her achievements included studying abroad at Minster Academy in the Britannia Empire, winning a swordsmanship tournament, and enhancing the reputation of Jeiha Academy and the Arkan Empire.
Her exceptionally outstanding swordsmanship skills.
The story of how she had recently personally dealt with Helminthos rampaging throughout the Arkan Empire with those swordsmanship skills was already widely known.

The Imperial Family, the Skyroad ducal family, and the Arsein ducal family were all actively promoting Yuria's achievements, so it was natural for rumors to spread quickly.

'I need to make this clear here,' Theodore thought.

He knew that various suggestions would subtly come his way in the future. And among them, the most common would be inquiries about whether he needed a concubine.

'Yuria alone is enough for me.'

He was satisfied with Yuria Arsein alone. Yuria likewise had no intention of sharing her position with anyone. If it had been possible, she would have already pleaded for him to accept Lilia as a concubine.

* * *

Taking Theodore's hand and stepping into the empty space, Yuria made a resolution:

'I will use this stage to make it widely known that I will not allow any other woman by Theo's side.'
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Yuria could feel the gazes of young noble ladies directed at Theodore.

Of course, numerous men were staring at her as well, but their looks were merely automatic responses, entranced by her appearance. In contrast, the eyes of the noble women looking at Theodore were filled with intense heat—evidence that they weren't simply captivated by his looks alone.

'Theo's appearance does draw too much attention. But that's not all there is to it.'

The reason these noble ladies were eyeing Theodore was because they hoped they might become his concubines—chosen by the Chosen One himself. Although he wasn't a blood child of the Skyroad Ducal family, it was undeniable that he was the heir to the Skyroad Duchy. The Chosen One who saved the world was also the future Duke of the Arkan Empire. From the noble ladies' perspective, even the position of a concubine rather than a legal wife was entirely acceptable.

'It's not just the nobles.'

Yuria noticed that among those sending heated glances toward Theodore were quite a few daughters of wealthy merchants. They were obviously dressed up, wearing elaborate dresses and carefully applied makeup, unable to take their eyes off Theodore. Seeing them, Yuria felt something inside her grow cold.

'I'm getting angry.'

Realizing her anger, Yuria tightly gripped Theodore's arm. If anyone expected her to yield her place beside him, they were sorely mistaken.

"Yuria, there's no need to worry about such things," Theodore whispered softly to her.

"Theo?"

"No matter how much those women look at me, I can't feel anything for them. There's no need to seriously engage with women trying to seduce me to improve their fortunes."

Though he maintained proper etiquette and didn't cross any inappropriate lines for the sake of his image, his voice was cold, suggesting his displeasure. Or perhaps he was deliberately speaking this way to reassure her.

"I'm worried because you're so popular, Theo."

Yuria playfully chided him while smiling, and Theodore smiled back at her.

"Your popularity is nothing to scoff at either. Well, if anyone dares to overstep their bounds with you, I won't stand for it."

Theodore's hand gently caressed Yuria's face. Quite a few sighs could be heard from onlookers of both genders, each for their own reasons, but Yuria decided to ignore everyone else in this moment.

"The same goes for me. I have no intention of sharing Theo with anyone."

In the middle of the party, with countless people watching, Yuria pressed her lips against Theodore's. After kissing his still irritatingly handsome face, she felt him embrace her. He too was showing his feelings to the many people present. However, since they needed to dance soon, their kiss didn't last long.

"Let's begin, Yuria."

"Yes, Theo."

After ending their kiss, the couple smiled at each other, their lips still moist with each other's saliva, and assumed the formal greeting posture to begin their dance. Theodore placed his hand on Yuria's lower back and pulled her toward him—not for an embrace, but to dance together.

"Oh!"

"Those two seem really close, don't they?"

"But doesn't their dancing seem rather powerful for both of them?"

"Well, the Chosen One is a hero who saved the world, and his fiancée, Lady Yuria Arsein, is an exceptional warrior herself, so it's not surprising."

While Theodore generally led the dance, those with an eye for martial arts observed that it resembled something like sparring. Yuria felt the same way as she danced. She could tell that Theodore was matching her level as they moved, and she focused on predicting his steps and moving her feet accordingly, despite feeling unfamiliar with her voluminous dress. Although he would have covered for any mistakes she might make, Yuria danced passionately to avoid making any errors. There were moments when she twirled halfway around, making her full skirt flutter slightly, before returning to her original position. Concentrating on the dance as her field of vision shifted rapidly, Yuria eventually felt Theodore stop dancing and she stopped as well.

Waaah!

The spectators burst into applause and cheers, and Theodore and Yuria slightly bowed their heads toward the Emperor to express their gratitude for arranging this occasion.

"Haha! You two get along so well. It's a blessing for the Arkan Empire. Duke Skyroad and Duke Arsein must be truly delighted to have such fine children."

At the Emperor's words, Yuria inwardly thought he was being mischievous.

'He must be teasing them because he's heard too many of Father's lamentations.'

She could imagine her father grumbling about the Emperor's comment, considering how he would lament about her getting married and moving away, and then lament again about Lillia's situation.

Creeeeak!

Just then, the doors opened, and members of both the Skyroad and Arsein ducal families entered the banquet hall together. Everyone's attention turned to them as they appeared at the perfect timing, right after the Emperor had mentioned them. Those looking at the two most prosperous families in the Arkan Empire were visibly eager for any opportunity to approach them.

"Duke Skyroad, Duke Arsein, and their families have arrived!"

As the attendants announced, Theodore was seen making eye contact with Duke Skyroad, the Duchess, Judith, and Reina. Yuria first looked at Lillia, but a bitter smile formed on her lips when she saw her sister's envious and jealous gaze. She also briefly made eye contact with her parents, the Duke and Duchess Arsein, and gave a slight nod to signal that she was performing her role well at this event, which they acknowledged with nods of their own.

"Now that the people from the Skyroad and Arsein ducal families have gathered, I would like to hear from our proud Chosen One. Lord Theodore, how much do you love Lady Yuria?"

The Emperor of the Arkan Empire playfully addressed Theodore publicly. Being asked to publicly express his feelings for Yuria gave Theodore a legitimate opportunity to openly declare his heart. The Emperor was helping by posing this question in a teasing manner. Theodore, not missing the stage the Emperor had set for him, spoke to the Emperor—but in reality, to everyone gathered there.

"Yes, Your Majesty. I am truly and sincerely delighted to be engaged to Lady Yuria Arsein. I am certain that I could never marry or love any woman other than her, and I am genuinely grateful and happy that she has agreed to spend her life with me."

"Haha, very passionate indeed. Tell me, do you have any plans to take concubines?"

"No, Your Majesty. I love only Yuria, and I will not romantically love any other woman. I already feel that the time I spend with her is too short, and I have no intention whatsoever of wasting any of it."

Theodore publicly declared that he would not accept concubines and expressed how much he loved Yuria.

"Hoho, it's good to see a man who takes care of his woman. Now then, what about Lady Yuria Arsein?"

The Emperor's question now turned to Yuria. He was giving her the opportunity to make a grand declaration under the pretext of answering his question. Seizing this chance to send a message to the women present who coveted the position of Theodore's concubine, Yuria respectfully answered:

"Your Majesty, I am close enough to Lord Theodore to call him by an affectionate nickname in private. As a woman, I love only him and will love only him, and I will spend my life with him. As the woman who will become his wife, I can swear that I will not allow any other woman to take my place beside him. If anyone targets my future husband... I will consider it an insult to me and formally challenge them to a duel."

Yuria issued a direct warning. The Emperor seemed slightly surprised by her bluntness, judging by his expression. Theodore, on the other hand, was smiling as if he had predicted she would speak this way.
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"I respect my fiancée's wishes. Though it's unlikely to happen, if anyone were to offer to become my concubine, I would consider it an insult to my fiancée and hold them strictly accountable for such disrespect."

Theodore stepped forward to add this declaration to hers.
And Yuria felt a smile forming involuntarily as Theodore placed his hand on her shoulder and gazed at her lovingly.

"Oh my..."

"There's no way to intervene now."

"Dad, I think we should give up."

"Ugh, damn it."

Seeing the disappointed expressions spreading among the crowd, Yuria realized that her warning had been effective for most people.
Unless they were exceptionally foolish, few would want to completely antagonize her, the eldest daughter of Duke Arsein.

"Haha, what a loving couple you are. Yes, I sincerely wish eternal happiness for you both. Now, enjoy your time together."

The Emperor smiled and stepped aside.
Having provided them the opportunity to make their grand declaration, he was now giving them freedom to enjoy their time.

'Could it be?'

However, Yuria's expression was not pleasant.
No, it couldn't be pleasant.
Those who realized they couldn't approach her had now turned their attention to her younger sister, Lilia.

'Lilia!'

Yuria felt anger rising from deep within her heart at the sight of dark, calculating gazes now focusing on her cute and lovely younger sister.
As an older sister, she couldn't stand the thought of people targeting her sister.

'I expected this, but it still makes me angry.'

Targeting Lilia was actually predictable when considering the political implications.
Now fifteen years old, Lilia was a smaller version of herself, the empire's greatest beauty, and being engaged to her meant potentially having another supreme beauty as a wife in the future.
Simultaneously, it would make one related by marriage to the Duke Arsein's family and naturally become in-laws with the Chosen One.

"Yuria."

At that moment, Theodore took her hand.

"Theo?"

Yuria suddenly noticed that Theodore's eyes had grown cold and stern, and that he was looking toward where Judith and Reina were.

'Ah.'

Come to think of it, Theodore's younger sisters were certainly desirable engagement targets for others as well.
They offered an even more direct connection to Theodore than Lilia did.
One could become a son-in-law to the Skyroad ducal family and a brother-in-law to the Chosen One.

"It seems we need to protect them."

Theodore nodded at Yuria's words.

"Indeed. I want Judi and Reina to choose their marriage partners based on their own desires, not political reasons. You feel the same, don't you?"

"Yes. I want Lilia to have freedom of choice as well."

Lilia's free choice would likely show her unchanging feelings for Theodore throughout her life.
But even so, they couldn't take away her right to decide her own heart.
If they couldn't fulfill her wishes, they could at least promise not to force her into anything against her will.

'Come to think of it, Theo and I started our engagement for political reasons...'

Somehow, she had come to love Theodore after seeing his true nature.
And Theodore likewise claimed he had fallen deeply in love with her, breaking through the barricades she had set up while she wasn't paying attention.
How they had become such passionate lovers was a wonder to herself, and Theodore found it equally amazing.

'But... we can't expect others to have a relationship like ours.'

They were simply a special case.

* * *

Theodore was displeased by the predatory gazes directed at his younger sisters.
Both Judith and Reina were exceptionally beautiful, second only to the Yuria and Lilia sisters, and it was clear they would grow into dazzling beauties.
It was only natural that people would set their sights on them.

"Reina, aah~"

Despite being the target of such attention, Judith was trying to feed Reina a pastry from her plate.
No one dared criticize her for ignoring the gazes of others.
To speak ill of her would mean making enemies of the Skyroad ducal family and the Chosen One himself.

"Haha, the sisters seem to get along so well."

"My, how the older sister dotes on her younger sister..."

"My older sister deliberately steals my snacks..."

"My, what lies is our little sister telling? Hoho~"

"Ouch! Sister! That hurts, don't poke me with your nails!"

As a result, everyone at the party watching Judith and Reina's relationship smiled warmly and spoke kindly of the close sisters.
Their pretty and cute appearances certainly played a large role in creating such positive impressions.

"Ah, why isn't my younger sister that cute?"

"Sister, what did you just say?"

There were cases where they unintentionally sparked arguments between other siblings, but that was those families' business and not something Theodore needed to involve himself in.
Just then, he noticed a young man of about seventeen approaching Judith and Reina.

"Pleased to meet you. Duke Skyroad, I am Hansen of the Aged Count's family. It is an honor to meet you, Duke Skyroad, one of the pillars supporting the Empire."

The young man first greeted the Duke of Skyroad, who was accompanying his daughters in place of the Duchess who had briefly stepped away.

Pfft!

Then Theodore heard a sound that only he could detect.
From the distant terrace, Yu Jihu, who was drinking wine with his sister and Theodore's wife Yuharin while concealing their presence, had just spat out his wine.

'The Aged Count's family... In that fellow's world, in the language of his country, "aged" meant... old?'

Unable to be completely ignorant of information from the other world, Theodore had already learned some basics, especially regarding language, and had already acquired two languages: English and Korean.
According to Jihu, though there were countless languages like French, German, Japanese, and many others from numerous countries, knowing just these two languages would allow one to communicate across most of the world.

'No wonder he spat it out.'

While it might not sound strange in this world, it would sound bizarre from their perspective.
More importantly to Theodore, what mattered was that this unimpressive fellow had dared to approach his precious younger sisters.
The Duke of Skyroad, standing beside Judith and Reina, didn't look pleased either.
Though the young man had greeted him first, it was obvious his true objective was Judith and Reina.

"Yes, what is it?"

"Though I am unworthy, I have long admired the reputation of the two young ladies of the Skyroad family and wished to meet you in person, even if just once. Seeing you now, you are both truly beautiful. Despite my inadequacy, I have come to request a dance. Beautiful ladies, would you honor me with a dance?"

His courage in directly asking for a dance was admirable.
However, the problem was that Judith was openly showing her dislike for him.
Reina, though perplexed, was also giving him an unfavorable look.

"Reina, do you want to dance with that person?"

"No. What about you, sister?"

"I don't want to either. Ugh... just thinking about it gives me goosebumps."

Catching their whispered voices from a distance, Theodore prepared to intervene upon learning they weren't interested.
However, the Duke of Skyroad also had no intention of granting the young man's request.

"Young man, your courage is quite remarkable."

"Thank you for your kind words despite my inadequacy."

"No, that wasn't a compliment. I merely feel sorry for you."

"What do you mean...?"

Though he might be judged for not knowing his place, there was nothing to openly criticize about Hansen's behavior.
Even the Duke of Skyroad, if he pointed this out directly, would face the silent disapproval of many nobles who wouldn't voice their complaints openly.

"You see, my son is the Chosen One, so he's quite exceptional. Because of that, both my daughters have developed rather high standards. They believe that to dance with someone, that person should at least be able to block one of Theo's attacks."

At those words, the color drained from Hansen's face.
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"Y-you're saying I have to block the Chosen One's attack?"

Hansen's expression showed he desperately hoped he had misheard.
Anyone skilled enough to block an attack from Theodore Skyroad, the Chosen One, would already be renowned as an exceptional warrior.
In contrast, Hansen was merely someone who had learned swordsmanship as a basic education, making it impossible for him to have any confidence in blocking Theodore's attack.

"Yes. I'm so glad you volunteered. Do your best."

Duke Skyroad placed his hand on Hansen's shoulder in encouragement, as if he knew nothing about the situation.
However, this wasn't genuine encouragement but rather a way to leave Hansen with no other options, making it impossible for him to suggest an alternative approach.

"I-I... I don't think I'm qualified to dance. It was an honor to meet the noble ladies I admire."

With those words, Hansen hastily fled the scene, but very few people mocked him.
Rather, most realized from Duke Skyroad's condition—that one must be able to block at least one of Theodore's attacks to dance with Judith and Reina—that approaching the ladies would not be easy. They felt disappointed but planned to try speaking with them separately later.
Of course, neither Theodore nor the Skyroad ducal family had any intention of taking those future conversations seriously.

'Attention will shift to Lilia now.'

Since people couldn't approach Judith and Reina, more gazes turned toward Lilia.
Judging by appearance alone, Lilia surpassed even Judith and Reina, already attracting countless admirers. Moreover, in her case, Theodore had no justification to step forward as her protector.

'No matter how much Lilia is Yuria's younger sister, she belongs to the Arceine ducal family, not the Skyroad family.'

Protecting her was the responsibility of the Arceine ducal family; his interference would constitute a serious overreach of authority.
Theodore noticed Yuria glaring coldly in Lilia's direction, realizing she was preparing to intervene if necessary.
This was because of a young man who had just approached Lilia.

"Excuse me, Lady Lilia."

"Yes, if you know it's rude, please refrain from being rude."

"......"

Completely taken aback by Lilia's unexpected response, the young man who had approached her couldn't even introduce himself and stood there with a dumbfounded expression.

"I'm sorry, but I'm in a very bad mood right now and don't want to talk."

Lilia was visibly displaying her displeasure, whether genuinely in a bad mood or not.
Perhaps thinking he could use her unwillingness to even speak with him as leverage—despite her being a noble lady—the young man continued his self-introduction, ignoring her attitude.

"I am Martin of the Yenset Count family. If something is troubling you, Lady Lilia, perhaps you would feel better if you danced with me and forgot about it?"

"Are you insane?"

Lilia responded with obvious incredulity.

"I just told you that if you know it's rude, please refrain from being rude... *sigh*..."

Lilia turned her head away as if she didn't even want to exchange words with him, but Martin showed no signs of giving up easily.

"My lady, it's problematic for you to be this discourteous."

"The discourtesy is yours. Didn't I just say I don't want to talk right now?"

At that moment, the Duchess of Arceine intervened between them. Martin hurriedly bowed, saying, "Greetings, Duchess Arceine. I am Martin of the Yenset Count family." The Duchess acknowledged his greeting with a nod before immediately turning to Lilia.

"My, Lilia. What's happening here?"

"Ah, Mother. This person keeps talking to me even though I told him I wanted to be alone and asked him not to be rude."

"Oh my, is that true?"

Martin shook his head with an aggrieved expression.

"No, it's not. I simply said 'Excuse me' to Lady Lilia as I was about to speak with her, and she told me that if I knew it was rude, I should refrain from being rude."

Martin seemed to be trying to gather public opinion in his favor to emphasize his innocence.
However, the problem was that his own words—"Excuse me"—could be interpreted however one wished in a formal setting like this, unlike in casual conversation.

"*Sigh*~ I clearly said I was in a bad mood and wanted to be alone, but he kept talking to me and even asked me to dance. I specifically asked him not to be rude beforehand."

Lilia cleverly twisted Martin's words, interpreting his "Excuse me" as an admission that he was being rude when she had asked him not to be.
In a casual setting, this would be unfair, but since Martin had said "Excuse me" himself, it could indeed be interpreted as him "committing a rudeness toward Lady Lilia."

"Um... from the Yenset Count family, Ma..."

The Duchess of Arceine deliberately mentioned just one syllable and dragged out her words, pretending not to remember his name.
It was clear that she didn't think favorably of Martin either.

"Approaching Lady Lilia first... damn, someone beat me to it..."

"But seeing how much she dislikes him, maybe I'll still have a chance?"

"Lilia Arceine... she seems sharp-tongued, but with looks like that, such a minor flaw is nothing."

Lilia had already become the most targeted person at the event.
Winning her heart would dramatically change everything from one's family standing to all other aspects of life.

As the younger sister of Yuria Arceine—the fiancée whom the Chosen One loved madly—and someone Yuria cherished dearly, becoming Lilia Arceine's husband would naturally lead to Theodore, who would be married by then, showering Lilia with all kinds of benefits at his wife Yuria's request.
Even without that, being the precious youngest daughter of the Arceine ducal family was itself tremendously significant.

'But that's impossible.'

The real problem was that these suitors couldn't even catch the eye of the Duke and Duchess of Arceine, let alone Lilia herself.

"My name is Martin."

When Martin clarified his name again to the Duchess of Arceine, she nodded.

"Ah, that was your name. Well then, Martin, I would appreciate it if you returned to your seat."

"But that's..."

"Oh? Are you trying to play word games with me now? I didn't realize the Yenset Count family was bold enough to directly challenge the Arceine ducal family."

Terrified by the Duchess's words, Martin bowed his head and said:

"N-no, not at all. Then I'll take my leave..."

While Martin had been persistent with Lilia, he finally fled in fear when the Duchess directly mentioned a potential conflict between their families.

"You didn't need to step in."

"Yes, I was thinking of challenging him to a duel."

Yuria had been ready to draw the sword she kept in her artifact's subspace.
Although she was wearing a dress, the skill gap between her and Martin was so enormous that she could have easily subdued him just by swinging her sword from where she stood.

"It's good that you made your stance clear, but I'm annoyed by all the gazes targeting Lilia."

"I feel the same way. The looks directed at Judith and Reina irritate me."

Theodore and Yuria both loved their younger sisters deeply.
That's why the very fact that unworthy men were eyeing their sisters bothered them.

"You two must both have sister complexes."

"No, sister! They can hear you over there! And if we're being honest, I have a sister complex for you, and you have a brother complex."

"Hehe~ Jihu has a sister complex~ That makes your sister so happy~"

"...I'll have to apologize separately later. *Sigh*... Sister..."

"Yes, I'll apologize with you. So, Jihu, will you... make your sister feel some passionate love?"

Even ignoring the conversation that followed, Yoo Jihu's embarrassed voice could be heard responding to Yoo Harin's comment, and he called them both sister-complex sufferers. Theodore recalled the meaning of that term.

'Sister complex means...'

It clearly referred to someone who obsessively loves their older or younger sister, or siblings in general.
If so, both he and Yuria certainly fell into that category.

'It doesn't seem particularly shameful, but is it used as a negative term?'

Theodore, who hadn't yet fully understood Earth's culture to that extent, couldn't be sure.
As he was thinking about looking into it later, Yuria spoke to him.

"Um, Theo..."

"Yes, Yuria?"

"That place called Earth where those people came from... do you plan to visit it?"

Yuria seemed curious about Earth, the place Yoo Harin and Yoo Jihu had come from.

"I probably will."

When Theodore answered that he would likely visit Earth, Yuria asked:

"Then, could I go with you when you do?"
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After Yuria expressed her desire to visit Earth, Theodore set up soundproofing to prevent their conversation from being overheard, then contemplated Earth's situation.

'Though there are occasional attacks from godlike beings from other worlds, I heard they've been successfully repelling them.'

The godlike beings invading Earth were targeting Yu Harin, he recalled.
However, due to her own immense power, Harin was able to kill these divine beings and protect herself.
Additionally, there was Edwin, who was cooperating with Yu Jihu and was just as powerful as Harin, and his wife Arietta was also being targeted like Harin.

'In this world, Yuria and Lilia are the primary targets.'

There was the issue of dimensional rifts opening, but even without that, this world was inevitably going to be exposed.
No matter how well they concealed themselves, once discovered by invaders from other worlds, attacks would follow.
Forming an alliance to counter these invasions was the right decision, which is why he chose to cooperate with Jihu.
Fortunately, although this world's existence had been discovered, most approaches had to come through Jihu's world, Earth, making this world relatively safer.

'Even if we go to Earth, it should be safe with proper precautions... but I'll need to stay by her side.'

No matter how safe it might be, Yuria's safety was his responsibility.
Protecting her was his duty, not something to be entrusted to others.

"If you want to go, I'll take you there. But stay by my side at all times."

"Yes, I will."

Yuria didn't insist that she could protect herself or assert her pride.
She knew the difference between courage and recklessness.
No matter how strong she might be among her peers, she couldn't guarantee she could protect herself in an unfamiliar world.

"Theo, is Earth very dangerous?"

Curious about Earth's power levels and public safety, Yuria asked about the planet.

"Not particularly. But your beauty might cause problems."

In that world, Yu Harin was known as the Empress, the de facto owner of the Underground Guild, which essentially ruled the entire world, and was also unanimously considered the world's most beautiful woman.
If Yuria, whose beauty rivaled Harin's, appeared in that world, she would inevitably become a sensation, and countless people would try to approach her unless given clear warnings.

'Even if it's not dangerous...'

He disliked the idea of anyone approaching Yuria.
The very thought of someone making advances toward her was unpleasant.

"And there is some potential danger. That world appears peaceful on the surface, but it's quietly repelling numerous invasions."

"If they come to this world... they'd target me and Lilia first, right?"

"They certainly would."

Yuria seemed slightly concerned that her and Lilia's existence attracted external threats.
But it wasn't her fault, and he would repel any invasions so she wouldn't have to worry about such matters.

"If I go to Earth... will they come after me?"

Yuria wanted to visit Earth, but this aspect troubled her.
She worried that her presence might cause Earth to be attacked by enemies targeting her.

"If that happens, it means we can eliminate potential threats in advance."

Theodore responded to her concerns.
With the help of Jihu and Harin, they could handle external enemies more easily.
In such a situation, an enemy attack would mean eliminating future threats preemptively.

"So unless they have a death wish, they won't come easily. And even if they do, it doesn't matter."

"I see..."

"Rather than standing around here wasting time, shall we dance again?"

"Yes, I'd like that."

Yuria was also feeling restless just standing there.
However, since this party was officially celebrating the Chosen One saving the world from apocalypse, Theodore and his fiancée couldn't leave.
Therefore, they had to remain, and rather than wasting time standing still, they decided to dance together.

* * *

"Those two really get along well."

Jihu was drinking a can of cola he'd brought from Earth while looking somewhere.
His gaze was fixed on Theodore and Yuria dancing together again, and he wore a contented smile as he watched them.

"Yes, but Jihu, do you think it's okay if they come to Earth?"

At Harin's question, Jihu nodded.

"I don't see any problems. They're not the type to deliberately cause trouble on Earth, and we'll be receiving their help in the future, so it's good to let them experience Earth in advance."

"Yes, I suppose you're right."

Harin said this while calculating something.
To her, only Jihu mattered, and she distinguished between things that benefited him and things that harmed him, trying to eliminate the latter whenever possible.
In her view, Theodore fell closer to the former category.

"Noona, you should still create a suitable identity for them."

"Would an honorary executive of the Underground Guild be sufficient?"

Harin immediately responded to Jihu's suggestion.
The Underground Guild was an organization she established on Earth, currently the largest guild that accepted requests to solve problems related to monsters and dungeons worldwide. Due to its contributions during Earth's crises, it had become one of the world's most powerful institutions.

Of course, this was possible because the guild normally refrained from interfering in national politics, maintaining its status as a South Korean guild, combined with each country's need for powerful military assistance, and crucially, the overwhelming power of Empress Harin herself, who could single-handedly destroy the entire world.
Her offering an honorary executive position meant not only providing identity verification but also declaring to the world that the Underground Guild stood behind them.

"That should be sufficient. If Yuria just shows up with her looks, things won't stay quiet."

Currently, Earth was indirectly connected to numerous worlds, resulting in many people from different realms.
Among them were non-human races like elves and dwarves, including elves who had followed Jihu from the world where he had served as a hero.
Thinking about what 'that elf' had done to Jihu, Harin wanted to kill her despite her regret and repentance.
However, since Jihu had already resolved that issue, she respected his wishes and refrained from taking action, though her feelings remained unchanged.
With so many otherworldly beings present, the current Earth had become accustomed to their presence.

"So if they're officially recognized as honorary executives from other worlds with freedom to operate under the Underground Guild's authority, it would provide solid identity verification anywhere in the world, avoiding such problems."

However, if Yuria Arsein's existence became known, her beauty alone would have a significant impact.
Especially in Earth's media-developed world, her appearance would instantly become known worldwide.
And comparisons between her beauty and Harin's would become a hot topic of debate.

'I don't care about such things.'

But such matters meant little to Harin.
Although people on Earth considered her the world's most beautiful woman, others' evaluations held no value for her.
The only thing of value to her was Jihu, and if he thought she was the most beautiful, that was enough.

"Well then, Noona, let's move on."

"Yes! Let's go!"

Harin smiled happily, understanding what Jihu meant by "moving on."
Having enjoyed and observed the party, it was time for them to spend time together as a couple.
Harin could already feel her body heating up with excitement.
The thought of having sex with the only person she truly loved made both her mind and body unbearably excited.

With that, the couple vanished from the terrace of the banquet hall.

Ch.181 - {Side Story: Date On The Earth}
# {Side Story: A Date on Earth}

Earth had undergone many changes.
Starting with those who awakened abilities, the appearance of dungeons and monsters.
Then the returnees from other worlds and the otherworlders who came with them.

But the most decisive threat was the World Tree Yggdrasil, which tried to devour Earth and countless other worlds.
It was shocking when, as Empress Yuharin had warned, another world revealed itself above the sky.

The terrible ambition to gradually consume this world after binding Empress Yuharin by forcing her to prevent worlds from colliding was ended thanks to Hero Yu Jihu, Empress Yuharin's younger brother.

And so, peace came to Earth.

"What a peaceful world."

A woman remarked as she looked around the streets of Pyongyang in South Korea on Earth.
She was an extraordinarily beautiful woman.
Her beautiful silver hair, grown long to her waist as if crafted from the finest silver, gem-like blue eyes, skin like white jade, and despite wearing just a simple t-shirt and black mini-skirt, the curves of her fantastic figure were so perfect they could captivate anyone who looked at her.
Especially her breasts, so full they seemed impossible to hold in one hand, her tempting buttocks whose size was apparent even through her skirt, her slender waist and graceful limbs—the harmony of it all made her look as if the concept of beauty itself had been sculpted with all the world's might.

"It seems that way. Though this peace is rather precarious."

The one responding was a man with sculpture-like handsome features.
With dazzling golden hair, blue eyes, and fair skin, the man boasted an impressive height and striking features. His trained physique showed how diligently he had honed his martial skills.

"The peace of this world is maintained by the siblings Yuharin and Jihu."

The blonde man, Theodore Skyrod, gazed at the sky and lightly stretched out his hand. He made a gesture as if grasping something, which might have seemed meaningless, but it wasn't.
He had actually grasped the crevice of this world.
If he were to twist his hand now, the passage to another dimension that the siblings Jihu and Yuharin had blocked would reveal itself.

'It's too unstable.'

This world was inherently connected to numerous dimensions, making it far more unstable compared to his own dimension.
The peaceful and developed appearance of these streets meant little, even considering the powerful individuals said to exist around the world.

'This side is definitely stronger than our world.'

However, just as there were exceptional powerhouses like himself, this world also depended on its own exceptional powerhouses.

'I've joined hands with them to respond to external invasions of our world.'

He too had joined hands with the siblings Jihu and Yuharin.
Since they agreed to help defend against invasions of his world, he too had to help block intruders here.

"Theo, the level of development in this world is amazing."

The silver-haired beauty, Yuria, said while fiddling with a smartphone.
Having received all knowledge about this world from the siblings Jihu and Yuharin beforehand, her understanding of this world's culture was perfect.
But even with perfect understanding, experiencing it directly felt different.
Yuria was browsing internet sites on her smartphone, directly checking various information.

An information age where one could check information from all over the world with just this single device called a smartphone! It was truly amazing.

"Theo, what if we introduced such technology to our world?"

As the eldest daughter of the Arcein ducal family, Yuria was interested in developing their world.
To her expectation of what might happen if an information age came about and more people benefited, Theodore shook his head.

"It would cause great confusion. Development needs to happen gradually, step by step. Sudden advancement inevitably brings various pains."

Their world had formed differently from Earth's medieval period thanks to the existence of ki and magic from the beginning.
And unlike the numerous revolutions and conflicts that occurred on Earth, they could probably develop more safely and quickly by utilizing the naturally occurring changes in perception.

"I suppose you're right."

Yuria nodded with a hint of regret, seeming to understand Theodore's point.

"Well then."

Theodore suddenly took Yuria's hand and smiled brightly.

"Let's set aside political and social issues for now. We should remember why we came to Earth."

"Yes, that's right. We came here with Theo for a different purpose."

"Exactly. For our date."

And not just any date.

"Marriage right after the academy ends—it feels so far away."

Theodore was looking at Yuria with a tone and gaze that seemed almost thirsty.
In fact, he and Yuria had spent a passionate night together just yesterday.
Yuria's fair cheeks flushed slightly, perhaps remembering their intense night, but at the same time, she unconsciously licked around her lips, exuding a seductive aura.

"Then Theo, where shall we go first?"

"Hmm, let's see? Shall we try a place called a noraebang first?"

Having heard that noraebang was among the places where couples date on Earth, Theodore had added it to his itinerary.
He honestly didn't quite understand what it meant for couples to sing together in a room, even though he had received the knowledge.
Still, since they came to Earth, they decided to date according to Earth's customs, so Theodore headed to the noraebang with Yuria.

"Wow."

"Is this for real?"

"Are my eyes deceiving me?"

"She might not even lose to Empress Yuharin!"

Yuria's beauty was attracting attention wherever they went in this world.
The beauty of Yuria Arcein, considered the most beautiful woman across not just the Arkan Empire but the entire continent, was comparable even to Empress Yuharin, who was called the world's most beautiful woman here.
Of course, Jihu would think his sister and woman Yuharin was the best, while conversely, Theodore thought his woman Yuria was the best.

"Your beauty stands out everywhere."

"Should I cover up so I'm not noticed?"

Yuria linked arms with Theodore, pressing slightly against him as she asked playfully.
Yet she subtly guided Theodore's arm to touch her full breasts, openly inviting sexual stimulation.

"No, there's no need. Whatever those people say, it doesn't matter."

It didn't matter that people were looking at them with undisguised envy.
However, it didn't end with just admiration and envy.

"Damn, the guy is incredibly handsome too."

"And he looks powerful—must be an ability user from another world."

"A couple from another world, huh..."

"Wait, I feel like I've seen them somewhere before."

"Ah! They're the special guests designated by the Underground Guild! Look at this!"

"Special guests? Was there such a thing?"

The Underground Guild was a guild created by Empress Yuharin, essentially serving to protect and defend the world.
Although Empress Yuharin wasn't the guild master, everyone knew she effectively controlled the guild.
Being classified as special guests by the Underground Guild might be irrelevant to most ordinary citizens, but it was crucial information for those living as hunters or related to them.

"They say the Underground Guild will sanction anyone who disrespects those people."

"The-the Underground Guild will?"

"Wow, that's life-ending."

The Underground Guild held high prestige in this world.
Even heads of state couldn't treat them carelessly, and the South Korean president was known to be particularly deferential to them.
Especially after saving the world, the Underground Guild's status became even more solid, and there were rumors that Empress Yuharin was truly ruling the world.
Being marked by such a guild was no different from having one's life ended.
However, there were always those who thought they wouldn't get caught.

"Yuria Arcein? Wow, she's even hotter in person than in photos."

"Yeah, those breasts and that ass are killer. Bet she's great in bed too."

"Shh! Watch your mouth! What if they hear you!"

Hearing this, Theodore lightly used his power.

"Theo, what did you do?"

Though she couldn't detect Theodore using his power, Yuria had also heard what they said.
And Yuria knew that the Theodore she knew wouldn't just let this slide.

"Yes. I placed a few curses on them."

They wouldn't die.
But they would suffer terribly for a while.
He couldn't forgive them for carelessly spouting such vulgar talk about Yuria.

"I'm starting to think covering up might be better after all."

"Theo, it's not fair to suddenly change your mind. And I don't like the idea of covering up because of guys like that—it feels like losing."

"Haha, I thought you'd say that. Yes, it does feel like losing."

Ch.182 - {Side Story: Date On The Earth} 2
# {Side Story: A Date on Earth}

I had always known she was quite proud.

At one time, we might have had some friction because of it, but now it didn't matter anymore. After all, Yuria Arsein firmly held her place among the very few people Theodore ranked above himself besides his parents.

"Aaaagh!"

Then came the sound of someone who had made lewd remarks about Yuria suddenly slipping and falling.
This was just the beginning—they would suffer various hardships from curses for a while.

"So this is a karaoke room."

Yuria was looking at the karaoke place with expectation and curiosity, like she was exploring somewhere new.

"Yes, it seems people sing here."

As soon as they arrived at the karaoke place, Theodore and Yuria's appearances immediately drew attention.
Feeling that this aspect wasn't any different on Earth, Theodore paid for two hours and went inside.
The price was notably expensive at 40,000 won per hour for one room, but seeing the interior made it worth it.

"There are unlimited drinks, snacks, and ice cream."

The refrigerator was filled with various beverages, and there were different types of chocolates and snacks arranged by category, plus various ice creams in the freezer.

'Information about Earth's cuisine is quite interesting.'

Information about Earth's cuisine was easily accessible in large quantities through the internet.
Theodore, who was planning to prepare some dishes for Yuria when they returned to the continent, watched as she took out a drink and sipped it.

"It's sweet and delicious. I like the fizzy taste too!"

Theodore felt satisfied just seeing Yuria's pleased expression as she drank the grape-flavored carbonated beverage.
After tasting the grape soda, Yuria examined the list of ice creams in paper cups stored in the freezer.
There were cherry, strawberry, chocolate, vanilla, and mint flavors, and Yuria chose cherry.
Theodore, on the other hand, chose mint.

"This tastes better than I expected."

It certainly wasn't comparable to premium handcrafted ice cream, but it was decent for something provided for free.
As Theodore was thinking this, his eyes were drawn to Yuria's lips.
The melted cherry ice cream around her lips was strangely captivating.

"Yuria."

"Yes?"

Theodore called to Yuria, approached her, and suddenly kissed her.

"Mmph!"

Yuria was startled by the sudden kiss, but Theodore sucked on her lips with greedy intensity.
While holding her so she couldn't move, Theodore's hand began to slip under her skirt.

"Mmm! Mmph!"

Caught off guard by the sudden offensive, Yuria was helpless. She tried to counterattack by moving her lips and tongue, but she was already overwhelmed.
Only after Yuria's body trembled lightly under Theodore's touch did he end the kiss and pull away.

"Haaah! Theo... a surprise attack is unfair."

Yuria caught her breath and gave Theodore a slight glare.
Theodore smiled softly at her look and stroked her hair.

"I couldn't resist the temptation of your lips."

"Well... you always know what to say."

Though Yuria said this, she had a strangely satisfied expression, clearly pleased by Theodore's words.

"I also felt that you were sweeter than the cherry ice cream."

For Theodore, this wasn't mere flattery but his genuine feeling.
He truly believed it.
The sweetness and addictiveness of Yuria's lips and bodily fluids were beyond comparison to something like cherry ice cream.

"If you keep talking like that, Theo, I might have ideas."

Yuria gave him a subtly provocative look, and there was no mistaking the heated gaze in her eyes.

"Is that so? While I look forward to what you mean, since we're at a karaoke place, let's sing first."

"Alright. Then please demonstrate first, Theo."

Yuria was looking at him with anticipation in her eyes.
Her blue eyes contained two contradictory expectations.

One was the expectation that he would impressively show off his singing.
The other, paradoxically, was the expectation that he would fail at singing.

In her eyes, it would be fun to find something that he, who seemed good at everything, couldn't do well, but she would also be fine with him showing off his skills.

'There's no need to show her me making mistakes.'

Though he would kneel before Yuria if she wanted, his psychology was that he wanted to show only his best side to his woman.
In fact, most men would probably feel the same.

"Because I can't see anyone but you..."

Yuria began to watch Theodore's singing in a daze.
The atmosphere of his voice and the sincere mood he exuded were captivating her heart.
She would understand why he chose this song.
She also felt that the lyrics he was singing were directed at her, which was why she couldn't take her eyes off him.

Yuria sat still, lost in thought, capturing his image in her eyes.

"I'm done, Yuria. It's your turn."

Theodore finished his song and handed her the microphone with a gentle smile.

"Ah... yes..."

Yuria was still in a daze as she took the microphone, and seeing her like this, Theodore felt several impulses rising within him.
Seeing her lost in his song, he wanted to bring her back to her senses.
And... to put it bluntly, he wanted to pounce on her.
With that thought, Theodore slipped his hand under Yuria's skirt.
Whenever she wore a skirt, his hands would inevitably find their way underneath it.
The two of them, with their exceptional stamina, had sex multiple times a day unless something truly unavoidable happened.

"Ahh!"

As his hand went inside and began massaging Yuria's buttocks while trying to remove her panties, she came to her senses.
But Theodore's hand had already pulled her panties down.

"W-wait a moment, Theo... ahh, haaah!"

Yuria's mysteriously beautiful silver hair scattered wildly, and her t-shirt was pulled up enough to reveal her voluptuous breasts as her underwear was removed.
In that state, Yuria's passionate cries echoed through the karaoke room instead of singing.
Thirty minutes later...

"Haa... haa..."

Yuria was breathing heavily as she licked around her lips to clean the white fluid on her face.
Looking lovingly at her satisfied expression, Theodore quickly cleaned up and placed the microphone back in her hand.

"Are you more clear-headed now?"

"Yes. Clear enough to want more."

Yuria said this while sending him a heated gaze full of desire from her blue eyes.
Theodore knew what she secretly wanted, as she had recently been reducing even her sleep time to focus on sex, apart from training and daily activities.
Although she was holding back until graduating from the academy, she wanted to have his child as soon as possible.

"Be patient. We're on a date right now."

"Yes. Then I'll sing first."

Yuria's fair skin captivated Theodore's gaze as she held the microphone, still unable to calm her excitement.
Though she had pulled her t-shirt down, she wasn't wearing underwear, so the outline of her nipples visible through the shirt was strangely stimulating.
But Yuria took a deep breath and calmly began to sing.

"I hope, that you, won't be hurt, by the ending, unfolding before us."

Yuria's voice was as beautiful and delicate as her flawless appearance, like a heavenly sound.
Her voice was always clear like rolling jade beads.
But the problem was that she had no talent for singing.
As a result, it sounded more like awkward speaking, and Theodore couldn't bring himself to applaud.
Calling this singing would be an insult to all artists in the field, so he simply couldn't do it.

"Haah~ Theo, how was it?"

"...Your voice is pretty."

Theodore slightly avoided her gaze.
No matter how much he tried, he couldn't maintain his composure and brazenly compliment her.
On this matter, even he, who had lived for years acting, felt guilty about pretending.

"...Theo?"

Sensing something unusual in Theodore's reaction, Yuria's expression hardened.

"...Don't be too shocked. No one can be good at everything from the start."

However, Theodore barely managed to hold back the "probably" that almost slipped out.

"...I'll try again."

Competitive as she was, a challenging spirit rose in Yuria's eyes.
But no matter how many times she repeated it, her singing didn't improve.

'I'll have to set aside some time to give her lessons.'
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In the end, Yuria, whose singing skills hadn't improved by the time they left the karaoke room, looked somewhat dejected.
Despite her competitive spirit and multiple attempts, she had ultimately failed to reach even half of her desired goal.
Theodore knew well how much this had wounded her pride.

"Cheer up. When we get back, I'll help you practice."

"Yes, please do. This won't do at all."

Looking at Yuria's eyes full of determination, Theodore found himself smiling involuntarily.
Just seeing her competitive spirit and willingness to work hard made her appear so lovable that it was almost unbearable.
Caught in this uncontrollable flow of emotions, Theodore embraced her as she stood up.
Feeling the soft, supple touch of her feminine body, an indescribable satisfaction enveloped his entire being.

"I promise I'll do my best to help you until you're satisfied."

"Yes, I'll trust you, Theo."

Some might think the atmosphere was overly serious just for learning to sing, but it reflected her sincere determination to give her all to learning.

"Well, we've experienced karaoke, where should we go next?"

At Theodore's question, Yuria pondered for a moment.

"Theo, shall we visit a zoo on Earth?"

"A zoo?"

"Yes. I want to see for myself what kinds of animals are gathered there."

He'd heard that Earth had zoos where animals were collected since ancient times. At Yuria's request to visit one, Theodore took out his phone.

"There happens to be one nearby. But it's too late today, shall we go to the zoo tomorrow?"

"Yes. That sounds good."

It wasn't like they were only staying for one day anyway.
With that thought, the two postponed the zoo visit and wandered around Pyongyang.
The city, once controlled by the worst criminal organization called North Korea, had developed repeatedly under South Korea after the Kim family leaders were eliminated, reportedly regaining its status from before North Korea's time.
After finding a suitable hotel to spend the night on Earth, the two naturally spent a hot and passionate night there.

"Ah, hah... I love you, Theo... hnn!"

"I love you too, Yuria."

After spending such a heated time that the hotel room seemed filled with scorching heat, the two prepared themselves the next morning and headed to the zoo.

* * *

"So this is the zoo."

"Yes, let's buy tickets first."

After purchasing entrance tickets, Theodore and Yuria walked through the zoo together.
The zoo was particularly crowded with parents accompanying young children, all enjoying the sight of the animals.
After passing wolves, foxes, lions, tigers, as well as elephants, giraffes, hippos, rhinos, and various other animals, Yuria's attention was drawn to a building where visitors could feed the animals.
It was a facility where smaller animals were gathered separately, allowing visitors to experience feeding them directly.

"Theo, let's go in there."

Yuria seemed interested in feeding the animals.
Indeed, directly feeding animals seemed like a precious experience.

"Sure, let's do that."

Theodore nodded, and Yuria smiled as she linked her arm with his, pressing close.
He could feel her impressively large, voluptuous breasts touching his arm.

"Let's go in then."

Once inside, they saw vending machines next to the animal enclosures where you could insert money or pay by card to get food for the animals.
It was clearly made with an ability user's power—while carrots were one thing, the structure was designed to keep mealworms in a suspended state inside the machine and then have them moving perfectly alive when dispensed.

'It's interesting how it operates differently from magic.'

Theodore noticed how ability users' powers were integrated into everyday life on Earth, despite these abilities having emerged relatively recently.

"Theo, look at the meerkats."

In front of the meerkat enclosure, there was a small hole through which food could be inserted.

Chirp chirp!

The meerkats made sounds from behind the glass, seemingly expecting to be fed.

"Theo, I want to try feeding them. Would you like to join me?"

"Why not?"

Yuria got fresh meerkat food from the vending machine, which turned out to be mealworms.
While most women might be disgusted at the thought of touching them, Yuria, who had already fought Helminths with far more horrifying appearances, unhesitatingly used tongs to pick up mealworms from the paper cup.
She then inserted them through the hole, and the meerkats gathered one by one to eat them.

"You try too, Theo."

Theodore took the paper cup Yuria offered while she was smiling at the meerkats enjoying their meal. He used the tongs to pick up a worm and inserted it through the small hole in the glass wall. Once again, the meerkats eagerly ate the worm.
Then, as if asking for more, they extended their front paws through the small holes with desperate looks, and Theodore understood why people liked this place.
Animals seemed to have a charm that made you want to keep feeding them.

Chirp chirp!

The meerkats continued to give looks asking for more, but since they weren't the only ones feeding them, it was time to stop.

"Excuse me. Could you take a picture for us?"

A young mother with a small child approached Theodore and Yuria with a smile.
She seemed to want to take a commemorative photo with her child.

"Yes, would you like a picture with your child?"

"Yes. I'd like to take a special photo with my child."

The young mother looked at her little son lovingly as she spoke.
She couldn't hide her admiration for Theodore and Yuria's appearances, and the reason she specifically asked them to take the photo was probably because she wanted people with such memorable looks to photograph her and her child.

'A child, huh.'

Seeing this, Theodore wondered what it would be like if he and Yuria had a child together.
After graduating from the academy, if she were to bear his child...

'We could go around to places like this together.'

Earth had many places where one could enjoy time with children.
The child before him certainly looked like he was having a great time visiting this place with his mother.

Click- Click-

After taking photos of the mother and son, Theodore returned the phone, and the young mother thanked him before leaving with her son. Yuria, who had been quietly watching, spoke up.

"Theo... I suddenly want to have your child soon."

"I understand. I feel the same way."

"Hehe, really?"

Yuria asked with a playful smile.

"I thought it might be nice to bring a child born between us here someday."

At Theodore's words, Yuria nodded and gently caressed her stomach.

"Yes. I'd like that too."

Theodore and Yuria continued around the corner, taking turns feeding the animals.
Whether inserting carrots for raccoons or feeding guinea pigs, they kept thinking about the child they didn't yet have.
If they ever had a child, they would bring them here to watch them happily feed the animals and smile contentedly at the sight.

'Someday, definitely...'

Their date on Earth had given Theodore and Yuria not just a different experience but also created a new goal for them.
After leaving that section, the two wandered around looking at various animal enclosures, had a simple lunch inside, and spent time observing different animals until evening before leaving.

"Yuria, shall we head back now?"

"Yes. We should."

And so their date on Earth ended after two days.
In their hearts grew the expectation that the next time they dated on Earth, they would come not just as two people but as three or more.

'If possible, I'd prefer a daughter who resembles Yuria rather than a son.'

Theodore sincerely wished for a daughter rather than a son.
He thought a daughter resembling Yuria would be more lovable than a son resembling himself.

Rumble-

"Oh my. An invasion."

Theodore detected something with unfamiliar power trying to invade this world.
It was clearly an outside invader attacking this world.
It seemed Yu Jihu and Yu Harin had also detected it and were moving, so as their ally, he needed to act as well.

"Yuria, you go back first. I need to go help them."

"Yes, Theo. I'll go ahead and wait for you. Please be careful."

"I will."

The external invader died within three minutes of the invasion, unable to withstand the combined attack of Yu Jihu, Yu Harin, and Theodore.
And so, Earth remained peaceful for another day.
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The Duchy of Artin in the Britannia Empire.

As one of the three great ducal houses in the Britannia Empire, this place had always been a center of wealth, honor, and power.

Moreover, this place, known for giving birth to a hero with special powers who would prevent the end of the world—the so-called "Chosen One"—was originally a place that should have received reverence from countless people.

A woman was drinking tea.
With her long, blue-tinged golden hair, a beautiful figure evident even beneath her dress, and a beautiful face with a somewhat sorrowful air, she still exuded charm that could stir the hearts of many men, appearing to be only in her early thirties despite having reached her early forties.

However, no man would dare harbor such thoughts about her.
Her name was Ceres, and her status was that of the Duchess of Artin.

"Theodore, are you nervous today?"

She looked at a young man with affectionate eyes.
With slightly disheveled black hair, blue eyes, pale white skin, a tall stature, and a subtly trained physique, the man was remarkably handsome.
He was her eldest son, Theodore Artin.

"I'm fine, Mother. I've been prepared to accept the engagement."

Theodore answered politely.
Known to the world as the "Chosen One" who would save the world, and indeed being the Chosen One, he had lived up to the expectations of the Artin ducal family.

[A crisis approaches the world.

The end of the world will come, and disasters will strike one country after another, bringing destruction.

Only a boy born in the middle of June can prevent this.

This boy will possess special powers that no one else in this world can have, and with those powers, he will prevent the end.

This boy will be born in the Artin ducal family.]

The Artin ducal family once thought that the subject of this ancient prophecy might not be Theodore, but his twin brother, William.

The two brothers, born on the same day, June 15th, were said to possess special powers that no one else could have according to the prophecy, and William was the first to display telekinetic abilities.
Because of the prophecy that they would give birth to a hero who would save the world from its end—a born Chosen One—the whole world had focused on the twins born in the Artin ducal family.
In such circumstances, it was natural for attention to be drawn to William, who had demonstrated telekinesis since the age of two.

"As expected of the Chosen One!"

"To awaken such power already!"

"Not magic, but the power to control objects?"

"This is a miracle!"

People were enthusiastic about William's ability.
And when they acclaimed William as the Chosen One, the Artin ducal family also took pride in him.

"William, you are our pride!"

Duke Artin, Elliot, was proud of William, the glory of the family.
However, the Duke and Duchess of Artin did not forget their interest in their eldest son, Theodore.
And Theodore, under the attention of the Duke and Duchess, demonstrated outstanding abilities, and the Artin ducal family showed interest in him as a person of remarkable talent, even if he wasn't the Chosen One.

They simply gave Theodore equal treatment.
That was all it was.

But when Theodore turned 10, he manifested an ability truly befitting the Chosen One.
It was a formidable power that could slow down time in the world to 1/1000 of its normal speed, except for himself and those he designated.

"Good heavens!"

"So the real Chosen One was someone else!"

Thus, at the age of 10, Theodore showed a calm and mature demeanor, unlike William who had become arrogant from the attention.
Even though he knew that the eyes of the Chosen One were upon him, he displayed the mature and serious demeanor of a hero who would save the world in the future, as they expected.

'I'm glad Theodore grew up well, and William didn't go astray.'

The Duchess of Artin was most pleased that the brothers, Theodore and William, had grown up well.
In William's case, he had struggled to accept the fact that he wasn't the Chosen One when he was young, but he had let go of that attachment through the sense of responsibility and awareness of dangers that Theodore had taught him.

Unlike the calm and serious Theodore, William was somewhat cocky, but not to the point of being a scoundrel—his attitude was just slightly unruly.
If he crossed the line, Theodore would discipline him sternly, which made William fear his brother, but it was evident that he still greatly respected and followed his older brother.
Their youngest sister, Reina, also greatly respected and followed her big brother, to the point where she would say, "Can I live with my brother forever?" when other noble daughters would say, "Can I live with my daddy forever?"

Although the Duke of Artin was saddened by his daughter's "rejection," the Duchess felt that they were truly a happy and harmonious family.
And now, what she wished for was to find a suitable match for her eldest son Theodore, the heir to the Artin ducal family.

'I hope he likes Lady Yuria of the Arsein ducal family.'

Lady Yuria of the Arsein ducal family from the neighboring Arkan Empire was the daughter-in-law candidate that the Artin ducal family had their eye on.

* * *

"Pleased to meet you. I am Theodore Artin."

"Pleased to meet you. I am Yuria Arsein."

Theodore and Yuria, the eldest daughter of the Arsein ducal family, exchanged polite greetings.

'She is indeed beautiful.'

Objectively speaking, Yuria was a dazzling beauty.
With beautiful silver hair grown to her waist as if melted from the finest silver, jewel-like blue eyes, skin like white jade, and a perfect figure with ample breasts, hips, and a slender waist—she was a beauty perfect in both face and figure.

And currently, she was a second-year student at Jeiha Academy, the best academy in the Arkan Empire, showing exceptional talent in swordsmanship.
Looking at her elegant dress, she appeared so delicate that one might think she would fall over if the wind blew, but Theodore could see her effort and achievement.

"Lord Theodore, if I may be so bold as to ask a few questions at our first meeting?"

Yuria asked in a gentle tone, folding her hands demurely.
However, Theodore could sense that she was inwardly tense.

"Yes, please go ahead."

Theodore replied with a picture-perfect smile.

"Lord Theodore... what do you think about this engagement?"

"Would you prefer an honest answer? Or a polite one?"

"The former."

Yuria wanted an honest answer.
At that, Theodore nodded lightly and said to her:

"Then I'll speak frankly. I think Lady Yuria is truly beautiful. I also find it admirable how the effort you've put into your swordsmanship is evident in your bearing."

Theodore started with a favorable comment.

"However, I don't know much about Lady Yuria. It would be unreasonable for me to deeply love you at present, so I view this engagement as nothing more than a strategic arrangement."

"Yes. I feel the same way."

Yuria was satisfied with this straightforward answer.

"Then, Lord Theodore, our agreement stands, correct?"

When forming the engagement, Yuria had requested her father, Duke Arsein, to submit certain conditions.
And Theodore had reviewed and agreed to them at the Artin mansion.

"Yes. So that you can continue to progress as a swordswoman, correct?"

"Yes. I don't want to give up my sword."

If she became the daughter-in-law of the Artin ducal family, she might have had to put down her sword as the future lady of the house.
However, a life of attending parties with other noble ladies, eating desserts together, laughing and chatting, and getting excited about gossip was not the life Yuria wanted.
She had always loved the sword, and still did.

"I too would prefer my fiancée to remain in her most beautiful state. I don't wish to see you wither like a flower after putting down your sword."

Theodore also had a condition.

"And I trust in your promise to always be a kind sister to my younger sister, Reina."

"Yes, you can count on me."

Yuria was confident in this.
She excessively cherished her younger sister, Lilia, and was as sincere about loving her sister as she was about her sword.
Reina was also around the same age as Lilia, and from what she had heard, she had a bright and kind personality, so Yuria was actually eager to become close to her.

"Then there seems to be no issue with our engagement."

"Yes, that's right."

Theodore and Yuria felt that their conversation was flowing more easily than expected.
At this point, they merely thought they had some common ground, but a month later, the two would develop into a passionate relationship, intensely desiring each other.
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