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        As usual, I was watching a villainess novel before falling asleep, and when I opened my eyes, I was greeted by an unfamiliar ceiling.

        

        "Hoho, it's a strong baby boy! Congratulations, Count."

        

        The person holding me as I struggled to open my eyes in my newborn body was a beautiful woman with pink hair.

        

        Though visibly exhausted from childbirth, the pink-haired woman smiled brightly at me.

        

        'I really should stop reading so many novels.'

        

        At first, I naturally thought I was dreaming.

        

        I even reflected on how many novels I must have read to dream about being reincarnated in a baby's body.

        

        But after a brief moment, when I tasted the sweetness from the breast milk the pink-haired woman fed me...

        

        I had to accept the fact that I had been reincarnated.

        

        From the moment I acknowledged my reincarnation into a novel, I desperately tried to recall the contents of the story that formed this world.

        

        Given the circumstances, it seemed certain that I had been reincarnated into the villainess novel I was reading before falling asleep.

        

        But whether due to reincarnation aftereffects or some penalty, I couldn't remember anything about the novel's plot.

        

        Usually in novels, protagonists regain their memories through some coincidence, so I tried all sorts of antics from an early age to create that coincidental opportunity.

        

        "Da-da-du-dya."

        

        "Hmm? You want breast milk?"

        

        "Da!"

        

        I tried communicating by babbling with my baby mouth.

        

        "Oh my! Young master, you shouldn't go in there!"

        

        "Bya!"

        

        When I could walk on two feet, I tried sneaking into the family library without the librarian knowing, only to get caught.

        

        "Kyaaah! Young master, it's dangerous to climb on the window!"

        

        "Puu!"

        

        I climbed up the windowsill to see the scenery outside, only to end up spending a happy time in the arms of a cute maid.

        

        And now, at seven years old...

        

        I finally mastered the basic Imperial language and received formal permission to enter the library.

        

        Though my mind was that of an adult, I thought I'd pick up the language quickly, but the Imperial language was surprisingly complex and took a long time to learn.

        

        I heard that over 95 percent of the Empire's population was illiterate, and I could see why. What kind of language lacks such consistency?

        

        Though later than expected, I finally gained access to the long-awaited library and pulled out all the history books on the shelves.

        

        Despite seeing and hearing many things over these seven years, unfortunately, nothing had triggered my memories so far.

        

        Still, I optimistically thought that reading history books containing the Empire's entire history might jog my memory.

        

        "Young master, can you really read all those books?"

        

        "Yes!"

        

        The librarian approached with a worried expression, probably thinking the books I brought were too thick and numerous for a child my age.

        

        But reading had been my greatest hobby since my previous life.

        

        Though I now had the body of a frail child, reading through a dozen history books was no problem.

        

        I shooed away the hovering librarian and began to quickly read through the history books I had brought.

        

        Five hours later.

        

        I closed the cover of the last remaining history book.

        

        'I'm screwed...'

        

        Despite carefully reading through hundreds of pages of history books, I couldn't recall anything.

        

        'So I have to face this with no information, completely unprepared...'

        

        I let out a deep sigh.

        

        If I was going to be reincarnated, they could have at least left me with my memories.

        

        I don't know who or what reincarnated me, but they seemed quite petty.

        

        Feeling dejected after another fruitless day, I left the library.

        

        Though it had been bright daylight when I entered, it was already getting dark outside.

      

      
        

        The head maid was waiting in front of the library with her head bowed.

        

        "Young master, the lord is looking for you."

        

        "Huh? Father?"

        

        Count Tile Edger.

        

        The owner of the Edger territory, the Empire's largest granary region, and my father, Hendel Edger.

        

        Honestly, even as his son, I didn't think he had any particularly outstanding talents, but in terms of loving his family and caring for his territory's people, I'd say he was in the top 10% of fantasy nobles.

        

        The territory itself was so magically fertile that crops would multiply on their own once seeds were planted, so things ran smoothly even without my father needing to display any special abilities.

        

        'I wonder what this is about suddenly.'

        

        Our family was known for my parents' good relationship, so they usually retreated to their room in the evening and didn't come out.

        

        Since they enjoyed their happy time at night, they would only call for me during the day if they had business...

        

        I had an ominous feeling but tried to ignore it as I moved forward.

        

        Toddle, toddle.

        

        Being in a seven-year-old body, my legs started hurting after walking just a little.

        

        A normal child would probably whine about their sore legs, but my mental age was approaching 30.

        

        I endured this level of pain and walked steadily.

        

        After walking diligently with small steps, I arrived at the office.

        

        I knocked on the office door with my tiny hands.

        

        "Father, Hendel is here~"

        

        Having read numerous villainess novels, I realized that appearing too mature at a young age was not a good idea.

        

        So I mixed in some cuteness when in front of others.

        

        "Son, come in."

        

        The doorknob of father's office was too high, so with the head maid's help, I opened the door and entered.

        

        Gazes fell upon me as I entered the room.

        

        In my father's office sat a handsome blonde man and a platinum-blonde girl I had never seen before.

        

        Seeing my father sitting across from the blonde man instead of in the main seat, I realized this blonde man must hold at least the rank of count or higher.

        

        "Hello!"

        

        In this aristocratic society, rank was everything.

        

        I immediately gave a 90-degree bow.

        

        "Oh? Do you know who I am?"

        

        The blonde man looked at me with interest.

        

        Not knowing a high noble's name would be a great discourtesy, but I had the solid protection of being a seven-year-old child.

        

        I smiled brightly.

        

        "No, I don't!"

        

        Whoosh.

        

        '...'

        

        Before I finished speaking, the blonde man moved right in front of me.

        

        I was so startled I thought my heart would drop.

        

        "What a straightforward child. My name is Kalis Derpozer. Even a seven-year-old should know my name, right?"

        

        'He's a huge figure!'

        

        Kalis Derpozer.

        

        One of only four grand dukes in the Empire, ruling the northern region that borders the territory of monsters.

        

        The Duke of the North who often appears in romance fantasy novels. That's him.

        

        I swallowed hard and bowed my head.

        

        "I am honored to meet the Ruler of Winter."

        

        "Hoho... I like this kid."

        

        Seemingly satisfied that I recognized him, the Northern Duke smiled brightly and patted my shoulder.

        

      

      
        Though he probably went easy on me because I'm a child, my insides still churned.

        

        "His frail body is a bit concerning, but well, my daughter isn't the type to get beaten up anywhere, so it shouldn't matter."

        

        "...?"

        

        'What nonsense is he talking about?'

        

        I had an ominous feeling about the Duke's sudden mumbling.

        

        The Northern Duke sat down and dropped a bombshell.

        

        "I'd like the Edger territory to take care of Marine from now on."

        

        Sweat dripped down my father's forehead at the Duke's explosive statement.

        

        The same went for my forehead.

        

        I looked at the platinum-blonde child who I presumed was Marine.

        

        She was expressionlessly fiddling with a teddy bear, as if none of this concerned her.

        

        I shot a fierce look at my father.

        

        'Father! You must refuse right now!'

        

        The title of the Northern Duke's daughter, and an appearance that promised beauty despite her young age.

        

        I was certain this girl was a villainess.

        

        Generally, when encountering a villainess, there are two options.

        

        Either reform the villainess, or run away.

        

        Despite having read many villainess novels, I didn't have the confidence to reform a villainess in reality.

        

        Reform? That's something only protagonists do.

        

        I would choose the wisest option: running away.

        

        'Should I really refuse, son?'

        

        'Yes, absolutely.'

        

        After our silent eye conversation, my father, hands trembling, opened his mouth.

        

        "Your Grace...? I believe our family is insufficient to host the young lady..."

        

        "Hah... is that so?"

        

        Woong.

        

        Golden energy rose from the Northern Duke's body.

        

        "Are you saying you're refusing my daughter?"

        

        "Though our family may be lacking, we will do our best!"

        

        "Hmm, thank you. I knew I could count on you."

        

        Thanks to my father's quick surrender, the Northern Duke's mana didn't destroy our territory.

        

        "Boy, please be good friends with my daughter from now on."

        

        Having achieved his goal, the Northern Duke smiled refreshingly and offered me a handshake.

        

        "I... I'll do my best."

        

        Having witnessed the sword master's show of force right before my eyes, I had no choice but to accept the handshake.

        

        Seemingly satisfied with my attitude, the Northern Duke smiled contentedly.

        

        "Well then, shall we give these friends some time together? Count, let's step outside for a moment."

        

        "Yes... of course."

        

        My father was semi-forcibly dragged out by the Northern Duke.

        

        Only Marine and I remained in the office after the adults left.

        

        Marine, seemingly uninterested in me despite our forced friendship, continued to fiddle with her teddy bear.

        

        Phew, stay calm, Hendel Edger.

        

        Even if caught by a tiger, you can survive if you keep your wits about you.

        

        Fortunately, Marine didn't seem interested in me yet, so I just needed to avoid doing anything that would catch her attention.

        

        I quietly moved to a spot where I wouldn't be noticed, holding my breath.

        

        Having been born into a wealthy noble family, I wanted to enjoy life.

        

        Please ignore me, Lady Villainess.
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        "Then I'll be on my way. Please take good care of my daughter."

        

        "Don't worry. I'll do my best to make sure Lady Young-ae feels as comfortable as if she were at home."

        

        "Haha, thank you."

        

        After a brief conversation with my father, the Northern Grand Duke approached me.

        

        Though I was cursing inside, I displayed a bright smile on the outside.

        

        No matter how formidable the Northern Grand Duke might be, he would never suspect that a 7-year-old child could harbor such sinister thoughts.

        

        The Northern Grand Duke knelt down to meet my eye level.

        

        "Child, you must get along well with my daughter, alright?"

        

        "Yes."

        

        This man is even threatening a seven-year-old child.

        

        To think that the mighty Northern Grand Duke's business includes intimidating little children—I couldn't help but feel that the North's future looked bleak.

        

        After finishing his conversation with me, the Northern Grand Duke exchanged a few words with the still expressionless Marine before departing from the estate.

        

        Phew, one bomb defused.

        

        I gazed at Marine with complicated feelings.

        

        Though an even bigger bomb remained.

        

        ***

        

        Time passed quickly, and soon it was evening.

        

        The dining room was filled with the rich aroma of butter.

        

        What would normally have been a mealtime filled with warm family conversation had turned cold due to the presence of an outsider.

        

        "Um... Lady, is the food not to your liking...?"

        

        Father finally spoke up, unable to bear watching Marine sitting blankly in front of her meal.

        

        "..."

        

        Marine didn't answer father's question, as if she were challenging herself to a day of silence.

        

        My tender-hearted father's eyes gradually grew moist.

        

        Clank.

        

        Fortunately, Marine wasn't cruel enough to make a grown man cry. She belatedly picked up her utensils.

        

        She began eating without saying a word.

        

        Father let out a sigh of relief.

        

        Indeed, if word had reached the Northern Grand Duke that his only daughter had been starved, our family would have vanished into history that very day.

        

        Well done, Father! Let's hang in there a little longer.

        

        ***

        

        A week had passed since Marine began living in our mansion.

        

        During this week, the atmosphere in our home had been unsettled.

        

        The cause was, of course, Marine.

        

        Fortunately, it seemed Marine hadn't fully awakened as a villainess yet, as she didn't torment the servants.

        

        She did, however, cause incidents. Quite a few of them.

        

        The servants, who had grown accustomed to peace thanks to my mature behavior, were newly realizing how terrifying a child's thoughtless actions could be.

        

        Remarkably, Marine had succeeded in her silent challenge, not uttering a single word for a week, but contrary to her quiet mouth, her movements were quite active.

        

        Crash~

        

        'Ah, she broke something again.'

        

        Over the past week, Marine had shattered 4 statues and 3 paintings.

        

        Arithmetically speaking, she destroyed one item per day.

        

        Judging that we could no longer stand by, we had moved expensive art pieces to heights beyond a child's reach, but somehow she managed to destroy them anyway.

        

        If she had been a young lady from an ordinary family, we would have demanded compensation, but our opponent was none other than a ducal house.

        

        Asking for compensation might have resulted in a sword master's blade coming our way.

        

        "Head Maid!"

        

        "First, get the Lady away from the broken pieces!"

        

        I was curious about what sculpture she had broken this time, but I was currently self-isolating in my room to minimize contact with Marine.

        

        The duration: until Marine returned to the North.

        

        In the worst-case scenario, if the Northern Grand Duke didn't recall Marine, I was prepared to isolate myself until I reached the age to enter the academy.

        

      

      
        The bubbling energy characteristic of young children was screaming inside me, but I was managing to release it through exercise.

        

        I fervently prayed that the Northern Grand Duke would recall Marine as soon as possible.

        

        ***

        

        Surprisingly, a year had passed since Marine began living in our mansion.

        

        I had been hiding for a year as if playing an endless game of hide-and-seek, while Marine was steadily growing into her role as a villainous young lady.

        

        "What is this hair?!! Are you really a maid? Get out!"

        

        Slam.

        

        Since Marine occupied the room next to mine, I could tell what she was up to even while confined to my room.

        

        Judging by the sound, our Lady, experiencing an early puberty, seemed displeased with how the maid had styled her hair.

        

        I heard that most items in her room had been removed, leaving only the essentials, due to Marine's habit of throwing things. Yet it seemed she still had something left to throw.

        

        "How long do you think it will last this time?"

        

        I asked Carnie, who had taken refuge in my room to escape Marine's wrath, while accepting a cookie from her.

        

        She was that cute maid who had been shocked to see me climbing on the windowsill when I was younger.

        

        Still carrying those formidable watermelons, Carnie had gained enough experience to dump Marine on her juniors and seek shelter in my room.

        

        Carnie munched on a chocolate cookie, thought for a moment, and offered her answer.

        

        "She'll be angry for about 2 hours and 20 minutes, then get tired and fall asleep."

        

        A strangely specific number.

        

        As Marine's personal maid who had endured the longest, Carnie's prediction was trustworthy.

        

        Most maids ran away after a month, but Carnie had lasted a full three months.

        

        "..."

        

        "It seems to be over."

        

        Marine, who had expended her energy for a full two and a half hours, must have fallen asleep as it had grown quiet.

        

        The error in Carnie's estimated time was only 10 minutes.

        

        "Amazing, you were almost exactly right!"

        

        I sincerely admired her ability and praised her.

        

        "Hehe, this much is basic for me."

        

        Carnie proudly thrust out her ample bosom at the praise.

        

        She seemed to let her guard down because I was a child, which was quite troublesome at times like these.

        

        Knock knock

        

        "Young Master, it's the Head Maid."

        

        "Eek!"

        

        The Head Maid knocked on the door while I was chatting with Carnie.

        

        Watching Carnie slinking away like a senior soldier avoiding duty, and the Head Maid trying to catch her, was amusing from a third-party perspective.

        

        "Y-Young Master, please pretend you didn't see me..."

        

        "Don't worry."

        

        "Thank you!"

        

        Carnie quickly slipped into the wardrobe.

        

        I chuckled at her behavior and opened the door.

        

        The Head Maid bowed slightly upon seeing me.

        

        "The Master is looking for you, Young Master."

        

        "Huh? For me?"

        

        I had thought the Head Maid was here to find the hiding Carnie, but she brought unexpected news.

        

        It was unlike Father, who usually brought up matters during meals, to be looking for me.

        

        "Alright, is Father in his study?"

        

        "Yes, he is."

        

        Since there was nothing particular to prepare for meeting Father, I left the room without delay.

        

        "Um, Young Master?"

        

        The Head Maid stopped me as I was heading to the study.

        

        "Yes?"

        

        "May I inspect your room for a moment?"

        

        The wardrobe trembled.

        

      

      
        "Be gentle."

        

        "Yes, I understand."

        

        The Head Maid's eyes gleamed.

        

        She didn't look like she was going to be gentle at all.

        

        I had done my part by telling her to be gentle. I silently prayed for Carnie's well-being.

        

        "Aaaack! I'm sorry, I'm sorry!"

        

        I thought I heard Carnie's scream from the room, but I pretended not to notice.

        

        ***

        

        Count Edgar's study.

        

        Father, who usually wore a smile, was fiddling with a cube I had made, his expression gloomy.

        

        "Son."

        

        "Yes, Father."

        

        "The atmosphere among the servants has become quite tense. Three maids have already submitted their resignations."

        

        "..."

        

        Being a servant in a count's household was considered a dream job among commoners due to the high salary and living conditions.

        

        The fact that not a single servant had quit since my birth until now was proof of this.

        

        So servants resigning from such a dream job indicated a serious problem.

        

        "Honestly, I thought the North would take the Lady back after about a year."

        

        "I thought so too."

        

        "In fact, the North was preparing to bring the Lady back. Someone from the North visited last week."

        

        Being confined to my room, I hadn't known that someone from the North had visited.

        

        "But it seems things aren't going well. Would you take a look at this newspaper?"

        

        Father took a newspaper from his drawer and handed it to me.

        

        [Noble Gazette]

        [Large Monster Horde Confirmed in the North]

        [Northern Grand Duke Issues Emergency Mobilization, Imperial Support Under Discussion]

        [News Currently Restricted from Public]

        

        "..."

        

        After reading the newspaper, I was speechless.

        

        Of course, the large monster horde was frightening, but the most important point was that the North was in a state of emergency.

        

        Would the Northern Grand Duke really recall his daughter to the dangerous North in such a turbulent situation?

        

        If it were me, I absolutely wouldn't.

        

        "With Sword Master Callis guarding the North, I'm not worried about the monster horde, but it seems difficult to expect the Lady's return."

        

        "..."

        

        "But if we leave the Lady as she is, our family will be in trouble."

        

        "That's true..."

        

        What exactly was he trying to get at with all this build-up?

        

        I had an ominous feeling.

        

        "Son, I know you're much more mature than others your age, but wouldn't you, as a peer, understand the Lady's heart better than anyone?"

        

        By this point, I couldn't misunderstand Father's intentions.

        

        I shook my head in horror.

        

        "Father, I... I really can't do it. I haven't exchanged a single word with the Lady in a year!"

        

        Father silently took out a notebook from his drawer and handed it to me.

        

        This was the notebook I had given to Father, asking him to develop items I missed from the modern world.

        

        I had expected him to dismiss it as a child's whim and forget about it, but it seemed Father had treasured it.

        

        "After talking briefly with some magicians, it seems several of these ideas are feasible. Even that Co...Cola? That you wanted most is possible."

        

        Cola can be developed?

        

        I almost let out a cheer but managed to hold back.

        

        How I had missed that fizzy sensation.

        

        "If you help manage the Lady, I'll support you in realizing these ideas. What do you think?"

        

        I nodded as if entranced.

        

        For someone already blinded by the prospect of cola, it was an offer I couldn't refuse.
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        The room I returned to after accepting an irresistible offer.

        

        This red-headed maid was enjoying her rest in my room with remarkable mental fortitude, even after being scolded by the head maid.

        

        "How do you manage to stay employed in this household?"

        

        She must have been caught hiding by the head maid numerous times, yet surprisingly, she hadn't been fired and was still receiving a hefty monthly salary of 50 gold.

        

        She'd even been promoted recently.

        

        While I was glad to have a good conversation partner remaining in the household, I seriously questioned whether this mansion was being run properly.

        

        "Huh? Young Master, you really don't know?"

        

        Kani's eyes widened, as if she had expected me to know her secret to survival.

        

        "How would I know?"

        

        "I saved your life, Young Master!"

        

        "You did?"

        

        "Well, it was when you were three, so it makes sense you don't remember. Somehow you had climbed onto a windowsill and were in a dangerous position. I was the first to discover you and saved you!"

        

        Ah, that time.

        

        I had been confident in my ability to get down safely and hadn't thought I was in any danger, but from a third-person perspective, it certainly would have appeared that Kani had saved my life.

        

        No wonder she acted as if she had something to rely on—she was banking on her title as the maid who prevented the family line from being cut short.

        

        "Honestly, if any ordinary maid were sitting on Young Master's bed playing around like this, they'd have their head chopped off for trying to seduce you!"

        

        So she was aware she was crossing a line.

        

        I had thought she was just a thoughtless maid, but she was actually a crazy maid who crossed lines knowing full well she was doing so.

        

        Since I had something to ask Kani anyway, I thought this was convenient and grabbed a notebook and pen from the bookshelf before sitting on the bed.

        

        "Are you studying? Should I leave?"

        

        "No, stay right there."

        

        "Oh my, how embarrassing."

        

        "You're insane."

        

        My head was spinning.

        

        She became a maid at the young age of 10, had no friends, and was starved for conversation—I understood that—but lately her comments had been getting increasingly inappropriate because I'd been too accommodating.

        

        Slap.

        

        "Ow!"

        

        I smacked her plump thigh to discipline her.

        

        "That hurts. Boo-hoo."

        

        "Never mind that. Tell me everything you know about Lady Marine."

        

        "Lady Marine? Weren't you avoiding her, Young Master?"

        

        "I, well, circumstances have changed. From now on, I need to manage Lady Marine."

        

        Kani's eyes widened in surprise.

        

        "What? Young Master, you're in big trouble! She's made countless maids cry."

        

        "It's Father's orders. I have no choice."

        

        "If it's the Count's orders... Good luck, Young Master!"

        

        A maid worrying about the first son of a prestigious count's family.

        

        It felt like an employee worrying about a wealthy heir.

        

        "She's a noble like me. She wouldn't bully me, would she?"

        

        "Well..."

        

        Honestly, if Marine was born with the fate of a villainess as I suspected, she would probably charge at anyone regardless of whether they were a noble or the emperor, but I had to believe she possessed at least some discernment.

        

        "Stop talking and tell me what you know."

        

        "Hmm... Lady dislikes carrots."

        

        "And?"

        

        "Oh! She also hates broccoli."

        

        "Is that... it?"

      

      
        

        "Yes!"

        

        I felt dizzy.

        

        How could she know so little after being Marine's personal maid for three months?

        

        "What on earth have you been doing for three months?"

        

        Kani scratched her head, seemingly embarrassed by her own lack of knowledge.

        

        "Well... I can count on one hand the number of conversations I've had with Lady Marine during those three months..."

        

        "But you were always whining about being mistreated by her."

        

        "She just scolded me one-sidedly. We never really had any conversations..."

        

        I could only sigh.

        

        If Kani, who had lasted the longest, knew this little, it seemed unlikely that other maids would know much about Marine either.

        

        "Ah!"

        

        Kani, who had been sitting awkwardly, clapped her hands as if something had occurred to her.

        

        "I do know one thing the Lady really likes!"

        

        "Oh!"

        

        Perhaps being a personal maid for three months did yield some knowledge after all.

        

        While dislikes could be discovered through trial and error, likes were difficult to learn unless someone volunteered the information. In that sense, knowing what she liked rather than disliked might actually be more valuable.

        

        "Lady Marine is absolutely crazy about sweet foods!"

        

        "..."

        

        I glared at Kani with cold eyes.

        

        "W-what's wrong?"

        

        "It's common knowledge that girls like sweet foods."

        

        "Is it?"

        

        In the end, I felt deflated, unable to get any useful information from Kani.

        

        It seemed I would have to start from scratch to become friends with Marine.

        

        ***

        

        Outside Marine's room.

        

        "Let me take the cart."

        

        "Yes, understood."

        

        The maid pushing the snack cart handed it over readily, apparently having been informed that I was now in charge of Marine.

        

        The maid's expression, which had been nearly dead before, brightened considerably—that's how much she dreaded entering Marine's room.

        

        While I was technically Marine's manager, my duties were essentially no different from those of her personal maid.

        

        Feeding her, bathing her... well, I'd leave the bathing to the maids, but putting her to bed.

        

        I knocked on the door to confirm the true nature of Marine, who had such a notorious reputation.

        

        "My Lady, I've brought some snacks. May I come in?"

        

        "No!"

        

        "..."

        

        It wasn't like she was refusing a meal—she was refusing snacks, so I had no justification to force my way in.

        

        I had planned to gradually befriend her by feeding her sweet foods, since I'd heard she liked them, but my plan was derailed from the start.

        

        "My Lady, are you sure you don't want any? I have sweet macarons and freshly baked chocolate cookies."

        

        "Don't talk back to me!"

        

        Crash, bang.

        

        "..."

        

        I could hear objects flying around inside.

        

        It seemed best to retreat for now.

        

        "My Lady, I'll see you at dinner."

        

        "No!"

        

      

      
        When she first arrived at the mansion, Marine had attended meals regularly, perhaps out of some consideration for the Count. But recently, she had decided to stop caring entirely and was even refusing meals.

        

        Until now, Father had personally stepped in to plead with her to eat, as a Grand Duchess starving to death would be a serious matter. But now that I was assigned to manage Marine, it was my responsibility to feed her.

        

        "If you refuse to come to dinner, I will break down the door and enter."

        

        A threat that an ordinary servant could never make.

        

        But I was no ordinary servant—I was a noble of the Count's family.

        

        I could afford to make such threats.

        

        "W-who do you think you are!"

        

        Her voice grew smaller, as if she hadn't expected a Grand Duchess like herself to be threatened.

        

        I ignored her protests cleanly and left her with one final statement.

        

        "I am a man who does what he says. If you do not come to dinner, I will use forceful measures."

        

        "Hic."

        

        Marine hiccupped, apparently intimidated by my threat.

        

        The surrounding maids smiled brightly, as if feeling deeply satisfied.

        

        I patted the shoulder of Marine's personal maid, who had dark circles under her eyes.

        

        "If you have any tasks to do, leave them all to me. Understood?"

        

        "Yes, understood!"

        

        I returned to my room with a pleased smile.

        

        No matter how much of a villainess she might be, she was still just an 8-year-old child.

        

        She was still far from being able to defeat me.

        

        ***

        

        Count Edgar's special dining room.

        

        Despite the table being filled with luxurious dishes, no one had picked up their utensils.

        

        "It seems the Lady isn't coming..."

        

        My mother, with her attractive pink hair, sighed deeply.

        

        I'd heard she had been troubled lately because Marine had been breaking her cherished art pieces day after day.

        

        "I'll go get her."

        

        Father rose from his seat with a stern expression.

        

        When Marine threw tantrums like this, Father would step in, and she couldn't completely ignore the current head of the Count's family, so she would eventually come out.

        

        However, considering that the frequency of her tantrums and the time it took to persuade her had been increasing recently, there would eventually come a point when even Father's intervention wouldn't be enough.

        

        "Just a moment."

        

        I stopped Father as he was getting up.

        

        The fact that she hadn't come despite my warning earlier meant that Marine was engaged in a battle of wills with me.

        

        If Father stepped in now instead of me, Marine might think she had won our power struggle.

        

        'That absolutely cannot happen.'

        

        I didn't know how much longer I would have to deal with her, but if I yielded in this power struggle from the beginning, my life would become exhausting going forward.

        

        "I'll take responsibility and bring her here."

        

        "Hendel... will you be alright?"

        

        Mother looked at me worriedly, knowing Marine's temperament.

        

        Father simply nodded without saying anything, as if willing to trust me.

        

        "I will definitely bring the Lady. Please start your meal without worry."

        

        "Very well, I'm counting on you."

        

        After giving my parents a light bow, I headed straight for my room.

        

        'It should be somewhere around here.'

        

        Since I had been possessed, I couldn't guarantee there wouldn't be assassination threats, so I had kept my own weapon stashed in my room.

        

        As I reached under the bed and rummaged around, I felt something heavy in my hand and grinned.

        

        A club is the answer for a disobedient villainess.
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        "Good heavens."

        

        "M-Master, what's going on?!"

        

        "Shouldn't we stop him?"

        

        The maids whispered among themselves as they watched me walking with a wooden stick in hand.

        

        If a grown man had been walking around with a stick, they would have called security immediately. But since I was both the young master of this household and in a child's body, they seemed to let their guard down and didn't try to stop me.

        

        "Wait, that's the young lady's room over there."

        

        "Oh no, we need to stop him!"

        

        The maids, who had initially just watched with concern, realized my target was Marine and abandoned their tasks to gather around me, trying to hold me back.

        

        They all knew what catastrophe would unfold if someone dared to touch the Northern Duke's daughter.

        

        If Marine were to be beaten with a stick, it wouldn't just end with the destruction of the Edgar family—the servants' heads would be flying through the air like bouncing balls.

        

        Among the maids, Carney was the most determined to stop me.

        

        Most maids, despite understanding the gravity of the situation, hesitated to physically restrain their young master. But Carney, who considered herself somewhat close to me, didn't care about such formalities and grabbed both my legs.

        

        "Young Master, please spare my miserable life. I'm begging you."

        

        "Ah, I'm really not going to hit her. I'm just going to establish some discipline, I tell you!"

        

        With Carney clinging to my legs, I arrived at the door of Marine's room.

        

        In front of the door stood a defensive line of maids with resolute expressions.

        

        "Young Master, you cannot pass beyond this point."

        

        I could feel the maids' determination not to back down even a single step, even if it meant getting beaten with a stick—their lives were at stake.

        

        It seemed impossible to break through that defensive line with a child's body.

        

        "Fine, I'll give up then."

        

        I'm someone who values my own life tremendously.

        

        Why would I be crazy enough to beat up Marine?

        

        But these maids didn't seem to trust me at all.

        

        With no other choice, I put down the stick and raised both hands to signal my surrender.

        

        "Phew, thank goodness."

        

        The maids sighed in relief.

        

        I walked through the relieved maids and stood in front of Marine's door.

        

        As a man who loves peace and compromise, I politely knocked on the door.

        

        "My lady, my lady."

        

        "What."

        

        "It's mealtime. Let's come out and eat, shall we?"

        

        "Hmph, I will NEVER eat."

        

        Marine's voice was triumphant, as if she thought she had won our battle of wills by refusing to eat.

        

        'Words won't work, I see.'

        

        I ran a quick simulation in my head, and once I had my estimate, I immediately took action.

        

        BANG!

        

        "Eek!"

        

        I might not have had the stick anymore, but I still had my body as a weapon.

        

        Although I was in a child's body, I ate well and exercised regularly, giving me the strength of an upper elementary school student.

        

        My calculations showed that with my strength, I could break down a door in this world, which had far less durability than Earth's doors.

        

        BANG!

        

        The wooden door began to creak after just two kicks from me.

        

        "KYAAAA!"

      

      
        

        "We're... all doomed..."

        

        The maids who had relaxed after I surrendered the stick screamed and rushed toward me.

        

        BANG!

        

        Before the maids could stop me, I used all my strength to deliver one final powerful kick.

        

        The door flew open.

        

        Marine, who had been hiding behind the door, stood with her mouth agape in shock.

        

        She probably never dreamed I would use such a crude method as breaking down the door.

        

        "Grab the young master!"

        

        "I'll take his right arm!"

        

        Even as I was being restrained by the maids, I grinned at the shocked Marine.

        

        Marine looked at my grinning face with horror, as if she were looking at a madman.

        

        "You'll. Eat. Won't you?"

        

        "Y-you..."

        

        "You what?"

        

        From the context, she probably wanted to call me a crazy bastard, but under my intense gaze, Marine reverted to being a good child and avoided my eyes.

        

        An 8-year-old child shouldn't use such bad words.

        

        "I'll eat, okay!"

        

        Phew, mission accomplished.

        

        After watching many villainess stories, I've learned one important thing.

        

        When trying to reform a villainess, you must never give her the upper hand.

        

        Sometimes in novels where the villainess has the upper hand due to social status differences, the conditions for reforming her become quite difficult. You'd have to save her life or avenge her parents to earn her favor.

        

        But I wasn't a protagonist, so I had neither the confidence to save her life nor the ability to avenge any enemies she might have.

        

        For someone like me who couldn't expect the protagonist's luck, the only way to reform this villainess was to firmly establish dominance from the beginning.

        

        And dominance is always easiest to establish early on.

        

        Right now, my threats work because she's just an 8-year-old child. If she were a bit older, she would easily ignore my threats.

        

        Since we might have to live together for years, I thought it would be better to firmly establish dominance now, despite the risks, to make things easier in the future.

        

        I smiled brightly at Marine, who had declared her surrender.

        

        "Then let's hold hands and go together, shall we?"

        

        "..."

        

        Marine's expression soured as if holding my hand was worse than death.

        

        But remembering my earlier display, she couldn't voice her refusal.

        

        It's amateur to sour your own expression just because the other person's expression has soured.

        

        A true master keeps smiling.

        

        I asked with a bright smile.

        

        "Won't you take my hand?"

        

        "Fine, I'll hold it!"

        

        Intimidated by my feigned madness, Marine dejectedly took my hand.

        

        This cute young lady, apparently unwilling to admit her defeat, began squeezing my hand hard.

        

        I had underestimated her because she was just an 8-year-old girl, but Marine's grip was stronger than I expected.

        

        "Haha, that feels refreshing."

        

        I pretended to be at ease, not showing any sign of pain.

        

        "Grr..."

        

        "Seriously, I'm not joking, it doesn't hurt at all..."

        

      

      
        It actually hurt a lot, but Marine, fooled by my acting, pouted and stopped resisting.

        

        "You, do you think you'll get away with daring to touch me, the daughter of a Grand Duke?"

        

        She tried to threaten me with words.

        

        It's actually the most effective method.

        

        If I showed fear now, the dominance I had established would crumble.

        

        I feigned calmness and spouted complete nonsense.

        

        "The Northern Duke asked me to take good care of Lady Marine. That can be interpreted as him implicitly giving me the right to discipline you."

        

        "That's bullshit."

        

        Ah, it didn't work.

        

        I desperately racked my brain but couldn't think of any excuse.

        

        Regretting my irreversible mistake, I blurted out whatever came to mind.

        

        "Shouldn't you eat your meals? I think the Northern Duke would approve of my actions if they were meant to make you eat."

        

        I regretted my words as soon as they left my mouth.

        

        What father in the world would approve of someone breaking down a door just because his child refused to eat?

        

        'Should I beg for forgiveness now?'

        

        As I regained my composure, I realized just how insane my actions had been.

        

        It was fortunate that the maids had stopped me from bringing the stick. If I had gone in with it, things would have gotten much worse.

        

        "Well... if it's Father..."

        

        "Huh?"

        

        Contrary to my expectation that she would dismiss my words as nonsense, Marine took them seriously.

        

        It seems that even when she was in the North, the Northern Duke must have placed great importance on eating meals.

        

        Thank you, sir.

        

        We passed by the shocked maids, holding hands, and went down to the dining room.

        

        My parents, who had been talking with serious expressions, smiled broadly when they saw Marine and me holding hands.

        

        "Oh, Lady Marine, you've come."

        

        "Haha, fortunately, the soup hasn't cooled yet. Let's eat quickly."

        

        "Ah... yes..."

        

        Marine averted her eyes, seemingly uncomfortable with my parents' excessive hospitality.

        

        But she had enough basic decency not to cause a scene in the dining room and quietly picked up her utensils.

        

        Once I confirmed that Marine had started eating, I began my meal as well.

        

        It's really hard work just to get someone to eat.

        

        ***

        

        Back in the room after dinner.

        

        Since we couldn't leave Marine in a room with a broken door, it was decided that Marine would use my room, and I would use hers.

        

        "Absolutely not!"

        

        Marine, of course, resisted fiercely.

        

        I responded to her indifferently.

        

        "Then would you prefer to sleep in a room with a gaping hole where the door should be?"

        

        "Ugh."

        

        No matter how much she disliked sleeping in my room, she apparently didn't want to sleep in a room with a broken door, as she couldn't counter my argument.

        

        "Just bear with it for one day. It should be repaired by tomorrow."

        

        I pushed her into my room and flopped down on Marine's bed.

        

        Despite being in an unfamiliar bed, fatigue washed over me as soon as I lay down, probably from overexerting myself today.

        

        As I fell asleep, I pondered how to reform Marine tomorrow.
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        The tumultuous day came to an end, and the next morning dawned.

        

        "Young master, it's time for you to wake up."

        

        "Ugh..."

        

        The voice of a maid waking me up.

        

        I forced my eyes open despite their desire to remain closed and got out of bed.

        

        Since I had committed to taking care of Marine, I had to wake her up myself, so I adjusted my wake-up time to be earlier than usual.

        

        "Here's some water and a towel."

        

        "Thank... you."

        

        With the maid's help, I washed my face and tidied up my appearance before getting out of bed.

        

        The person I needed to wake up was the villainess daughter of the Duke's family.

        

        I couldn't let my guard down for even a moment, so I slapped my own cheeks repeatedly to fully wake myself up.

        

        The pain certainly did the trick, chasing away my drowsiness.

        

        "You don't need to come in."

        

        "Understood."

        

        I stopped the maid who tried to follow me at the door and carefully opened the door to Marine's room.

        

        I was worried she might have locked it like when she refused to eat, but fortunately, the door opened smoothly.

        

        Marine was sound asleep, breathing softly, unaware of my entrance.

        

        'She looks like an angel when she keeps her mouth shut.'

        

        I gently removed a strand of hair stuck to her cheek and quietly called out to her.

        

        "Lady Marine. Lady Marine."

        

        "Mmm... nom nom."

        

        She was smacking her lips as if eating something in her dream.

        

        "Lady Marine! Lady Marine!"

        

        "Mmm... pff..."

        

        Despite my repeated calls, she seemed on the verge of waking up but couldn't quite make it out of dreamland.

        

        It reminded me of a senior soldier during my military service who wouldn't wake up no matter how much I tried during guard duty.

        

        Shaking her body would wake her up quickly, but as a man, I was uncomfortable touching Marine's body without permission.

        

        Holding her hand yesterday was fine because it was consensual, but now Marine was in dreamland, so I couldn't get her consent.

        

        Seeing that she wouldn't wake up no matter how much I called her, I took out the tray I had brought just in case.

        

        I really didn't want to use this method if possible.

        

        I felt sorry for Marine, who was sleeping with no idea what was about to happen in reality, but if she didn't want this, she should have woken up when I called her quietly.

        

        I took a light breath and began banging the tray forcefully.

        

        Clang! Clang! Clang! Clang!

        

        The tray rang out with a clear sound.

        

        "Heek!"

        

        Marine, who had been sleeping soundly, jolted awake at the loud noise.

        

        Though awake, she seemed unable to grasp the situation, sitting there in a daze.

        

        I looked at her and grinned.

        

        "Good morning, Lady Marine."

        

        Marine's eyes looked at me once, then at the tray.

        

        Now seeming to understand the situation, her face turned as red as a radish.

        

        "You crazy bastard!"

        

        Though small in stature, Marine had a powerful voice as she threw the teddy bear she was holding.

        

      

      
        Wait, wasn't that her precious teddy bear? Is it okay to throw it?

        

        Fortunately, I reflexively dodged the flying teddy bear, but she seemed even more upset that I had avoided it.

        

        "Oh my, what's happening?"

        

        Marine's roar must have been heard outside, as the maids rushed in, startled.

        

        "Ah, it's nothing, don't worry about it."

        

        I reassured the startled maids and sent them out of the room.

        

        Marine, clearly furious, pointed at me and snapped.

        

        "What kind of lunatic wakes someone up with a tray?!"

        

        I answered with a light smile.

        

        "As a gentleman, I cannot touch a lady's body without permission. Since you wouldn't wake up no matter how much I called, I had no choice but to use the tray."

        

        "You really are completely insane."

        

        Marine couldn't close her mouth, as if she'd never met someone like me before.

        

        Well, in the Duke's household, she was probably surrounded by people who pampered her, so her shock at my behavior was understandable.

        

        I wondered how she would react when she grew older and entered the academy, where there would be plenty of people even more peculiar than me.

        

        "Anyway, you're wide awake now, right? Let's have breakfast."

        

        Although our family policy was to eat together as much as possible, breakfast was flexible due to our different wake-up times.

        

        I planned for the two of us to eat together this morning as an opportunity to get closer to the Lady.

        

        Isn't there a saying? The fastest way to become friends with someone is to share food.

        

        "Are we going to the dining room then?"

        

        Marine was being cooperative about breakfast, perhaps remembering how she was sternly dealt with yesterday when she whined about not eating.

        

        I shook my head in denial.

        

        "Today, I thought we'd eat in your room. I've already prepared breakfast."

        

        Our estate's excellent chefs had prepared a wonderful breakfast as I had requested last night.

        

        Whether she would be satisfied with it remained to be seen.

        

        I brought in the food cart that I had left waiting outside the door.

        

        A variety of dishes, quite extensive for what should be a light breakfast.

        

        Looking at the trays full of food on the cart, Marine grumbled.

        

        "I can't eat all of this."

        

        "That's fine. I'll be eating too."

        

        Marine's expression soured at the realization that she had to eat with me.

        

        Still, the fact that she kept her thoughts to herself instead of blurting them out showed progress.

        

        "I specially requested these dishes from the chefs, so you can look forward to them."

        

        "Ah... okay."

        

        Her lukewarm response suggested that her expectations had diminished upon hearing that I had selected the menu.

        

        "Revealing the first dish!"

        

        With exaggerated gestures like a talent show host, I lifted the tray.

        

        As the tray was uncovered, glazed carrots simmered in honey were revealed.

        

        "Kyaaak! Take it away!"

        

        Having heard that Marine disliked carrots, I had wondered if she had an allergy, but seeing her eat omelets with small bits of carrots in them, I realized it wasn't an allergy but simply picky eating.

        

        It's a caretaker's duty to correct a child's picky eating habits.

        

        I had prepared various dishes made with carrots to help her reduce her aversion to them.

        

        Ignoring her screams, I continued to reveal the rest of the menu.

        

        "Carrot cake, carrot juice, carrot soup, and carrot muffins!"

        

        "..."

        

      

      
        Marine hid under the blanket, apparently hating carrots that much.

        

        I whispered to Marine, who had hidden under the blanket.

        

        "I thought Lady Marine was somewhat mature, but with this picky eating, you're just an inevitable little kid after all."

        

        The blanket wriggled.

        

        A characteristic of the villainess.

        

        Her pride is stronger than anyone else's.

        

        Believing in the rules of the villainess, I continued to provoke her pride.

        

        "When you enter the academy, you'll have to eat meals with everyone. If you're picking out carrots by yourself then, I wonder what kind of looks you'll get from others... They'll probably all treat you like a cute little child, won't they?"

        

        With reddened cheeks, Marine threw off the blanket and strode purposefully toward the carrots.

        

        Heh, just as planned.

        

        Marine hesitated when she saw the carrots, but she closed her eyes tightly and put them in her mouth.

        

        After chewing the glazed carrots a few times, Marine's eyes flew open in surprise.

        

        "It's delicious..."

        

        "Right?"

        

        Marine began to try the other carrot dishes as if entranced.

        

        Although these weren't raw carrots but processed ones, seeing her eat them well gave me a sense of satisfaction.

        

        However, there was one side effect of Marine enjoying the carrot dishes so much.

        

        "I didn't get to eat a single bite..."

        

        The carrot dishes were clearly prepared for two people, but Marine had eaten everything.

        

        "Hmph, it's your fault for not eating quickly enough."

        

        I wanted to give her a light knock on the head but held back.

        

        Right, as the one with the higher mental age, I should be patient.

        

        I wasn't particularly hungry anyway, so I could just eat a bigger lunch later, as a combination of breakfast and lunch.

        

        

        ***

        

        

        "I'm going to sleep, get out."

        

        Marine issued an eviction order as soon as breakfast was over.

        

        I shook my head and refused.

        

        "I don't want to. Lady Marine needs to study with me too. If you want to marry into a good family."

        

        "Hey, who are you to meddle that far? Isn't your role simply to be my exclusive attendant?"

        

        My goal was Marine's rehabilitation.

        

        Certainly, as Marine said, I didn't need to concern myself with her picky eating or education, but having taken charge of her care, I developed an ambition to raise her into an excellent lady whom no one could look down upon.

        

        "Lady Marine may think of me as simply an annoying person, but I sincerely want you to grow into a splendid lady."

        

        "Says the kid himself."

        

        "..."

        

        Sharp comeback!

        

        I couldn't refute her words.

        

        "Well, it's not so bad."

        

        I thought she would get angry, asking who I was to wish for her growth, but surprisingly, Marine didn't seem displeased.

        

        After seeing the constantly irritated Marine, it felt strange to see her softened demeanor.

        

        "Are you feeling unwell from eating too much?"

        

        "Drop dead."

        

        Marine immediately switched back to villainess mode and threw a pillow at me.

        

        Yes, this is the villainess Marine I know.
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        Though my father and mother were working hard to make a sibling for me, I was still an only child.

        

        I had absolutely no interest in becoming the head of the Earldom with all its troublesome duties, but from the family's perspective, I was the only heir.

        

        Naturally, I was also receiving successor training to inherit the family name.

        

        I wasn't sure how succession worked in the North, but it wouldn't hurt for Marine to take these lessons as well.

        

        So I dragged the whining Marine along to attend the successor training.

        

        The first class was etiquette education.

        

        "As expected of the young master! Perfect!"

        

        As I've mentioned repeatedly, with my mental age approaching thirty, education tailored for a seven-year-old was so easy it was boring.

        

        However, Marine's case was different.

        

        "My lady, when drinking tea, it is proper etiquette to hold the teacup with one hand and support it with the other."

        

        She tried to follow along while glancing at me, but was immediately corrected.

        

        Though her face flushed at being criticized, admirably, she didn't express her anger.

        

        "L-like this?"

        

        "You should support your hand like this..."

        

        Perhaps she hadn't received such lessons while in the North, as Marine's eyes were spinning in confusion.

        

        After somehow completing the lesson on tea-drinking etiquette, the tutor placed dining utensils in front of each of us.

        

        "Next is dining etiquette. Please arrange the utensils in the proper order."

        

        "Okay!"

        

        Since dining was something she did regularly, Marine approached the task enthusiastically, seemingly confident.

        

        "Utensils should be arranged from the outside inward."

        

        "The fork goes on the left side, while the knife and spoon go on the right."

        

        "The soup spoon and dessert spoon are in the wrong positions."

        

        Despite Marine's confident approach, she was met with a barrage of corrections.

        

        Since I didn't know the proper arrangement of utensils either, I secretly copied the correct placement while watching Marine get scolded.

        

        "You! Why are you copying!"

        

        Already upset from being embarrassed in an area she had approached confidently, Marine pointed at me when she noticed I was quietly rearranging my utensils after watching her get corrected.

        

        "I did no such thing."

        

        I put on a straight face and feigned innocence.

        

        "My lady, pointing fingers is very vulgar behavior! Apologize!"

        

        Nice one, teacher~

        

        "Ugh... hic..."

        

        Marine, who had been trembling with anger, finally burst into tears.

        

        "Oh... My lady... I'm sorry."

        

        The home tutor, who had been maintaining a strict teacher persona, abandoned her act and hugged Marine tightly when she started crying.

        

        Feeling that I might have been too mischievous with a child, I approached Marine nervously.

        

        "My lady, you're right that I copied. I'm sorry."

        

        Marine, who had been nestled in the arms of the Baroness serving as our tutor, completely changed her expression when I apologized and grinned widely.

        

        Looking at Marine smirking in the tutor's arms, I felt chills running down my spine.

        

        At the young age of just 8, Marine had realized that a woman's tears could be a weapon!

        

        Marine, what a frightening child.

        

        While wearing the smile of a victor, Marine spoke with a voice that still sounded tearful.

        

        "Then... will you grant my wish...?"

        

        I acknowledged my defeat and nodded.

      

      
        

        "Yes, if it's something within my power."

        

        Marine, you've won this time.

        

        ***

        

        "My lady, this territory belongs to Viscount Railai, not Earl Antwart."

        

        "This symbol represents a forest, not farmland."

        

        "Ah, so many things to correct, hmph."

        

        The next class was geography.

        

        Following the North Grand Duke's philosophy that the North was the center of the world and there was no need to learn about other territories, Marine, who was completely ignorant about geography, received many corrections during this class as well.

        

        But she was so pleased about her victory over me that she hummed happily, unbothered by the geography teacher's corrections.

        

        I reflected on what I might have done to deserve such hatred that she would be this happy about defeating me.

        

        Since nothing came to mind, I figured Marine was just peculiar.

        

        ***

        

        After the morning classes ended, it was lunchtime.

        

        "My, my lady seems to be in a good mood today?"

        

        My father and mother seemed quite surprised when Marine, who usually ate with an expressionless face and ruined the mealtime atmosphere, ate her food with a bright smile.

        

        "Yes, I'm in a good mood today."

        

        Marine, who usually responded with only short answers when spoken to, was now answering in complete sentences.

        

        I became fearful about what kind of wish she was planning to make.

        

        After finishing the meal in a harmonious atmosphere for the first time in a while, I stuck close to Marine, who was cheerfully swinging her feet.

        

        "My lady...? As I mentioned earlier, I can only grant wishes that are within my power?"

        

        "Don't worry, it won't be that difficult a wish."

        

        Marine, who always detested me sticking close to her, patted my back with a gentle smile.

        

        Chills ran down my spine.

        

        I recalled the saying that when a person changes suddenly, it's a sign of impending death.

        

        I should probably request reinforced security for the residence.

        

        ***

        

        If the morning classes were theory, the afternoon classes were swordsmanship and magic.

        

        While I had consistently attended theoretical classes in my room, I had refused practical classes to avoid catching Marine's attention, so this was my first time attending such a class.

        

        Clang, clang.

        

        The sound of blades clashing echoed incessantly throughout Earl Edgar's training grounds.

        

        "Down, down, up!"

        

        "Urgh."

        

        I arrived at this place with Marine, where numerous knights were training and sweating profusely.

        

        "Ohhh..."

        

        True to her heritage as the North Grand Duke's daughter, Marine's eyes sparkled as she watched the training knights.

        

        In contrast to Marine's sparkling eyes, I frowned at the smell of men's sweat.

        

        "Greetings, I am Jidan, who will be your swordsmanship instructor from now on."

        

        When we arrived at the lord's private training ground as directed, a middle-aged knight with a bear-like build was setting up training dummies.

        

        This middle-aged knight was the youngest captain of Earl Edgar's knights and was said to be at the upper level of Sword Expert.

        

        Seeing the "Sword Expert" setting that was commonly used in rental shops and mass-market novels back in my previous life, I could guess that the author who created this world was quite old.

        

        Looking around, I spotted two wooden swords that I assumed were prepared for Marine and me.

        

        Training dummies and wooden swords.

        

        I could already envision the tedious grind ahead.

        

      

      
        "Young master, is this your first time with swordsmanship, and my lady, do you have any experience with swords?"

        

        "No."

        

        "I see."

        

        I had expected that as the North Grand Duke's daughter, she might have had some experience with swordsmanship despite her young age, but it was unexpected.

        

        "First, let's establish the proper stance. Please pick up a wooden sword each and follow my posture."

        

        I struggled to lift the wooden sword.

        

        Despite exercising diligently in my room, I thought I could easily lift a wooden sword, but it was heavier than expected.

        

        In contrast to me struggling to lift the wooden sword, Marine picked it up with ease.

        

        Whoosh.

        

        Showing that the North Grand Duke's genes hadn't gone to waste, Marine even twirled the sword with one hand.

        

        If we were to fight seriously, I'd lose every time.

        

        Having resolved never to provoke Marine, I awkwardly tried to mimic the knight captain's stance.

        

        With wooden swords in hand, Marine and I took our stances.

        

        The knight captain approached Marine first.

        

        "Ohh... Are you really learning swordsmanship for the first time?"

        

        "Yes!"

        

        The knight captain examined Marine's stance meticulously and let out an admiring sound.

        

        As much as I hated to admit it, even I could see that Marine's stance was perfect.

        

        Damn these genetic pay-to-win games.

        

        "Please take a short break."

        

        After showering Marine with praise, the knight captain approached me next.

        

        "Hmm..."

        

        The knight captain let out a deep sigh as he examined my stance.

        

        Even I knew there were many problems with my stance, so I closed my eyes tightly.

        

        "First, you need to spread your legs wider."

        

        "Keep your gaze fixed straight ahead."

        

        "Your arms keep shaking. You must endure with mental strength."

        

        "Bend your knees more."

        

        So many corrections just for taking a basic stance.

        

        Marine, who was sitting in the training ground watching me, giggled as if to say "serves you right."

        

        Though my face burned with embarrassment, I was an adult.

        

        I endured the embarrassment and gradually adjusted my stance according to the knight captain's instructions.

        

        After about 20 minutes, the knight captain finally nodded in satisfaction.

        

        "Let's take a short break."

        

        As soon as the knight captain finished speaking, I collapsed onto the ground.

        

        My arms and legs were trembling uncontrollably, and I thought it wouldn't be easy to get up tomorrow morning.

        

        Excited to have something to tease me about, Marine grinned and sat down next to me.

        

        Unable to show weakness in front of Marine, I tried to calm my trembling limbs and pretended to be composed.

        

        Marine whispered in my ear:

        

        "Weakling, wimp, little kid."

        

        My limbs were already aching, and now being mocked by Marine, whose mental age was much lower than mine, made me feel like crying from the humiliation.

        

        I will never forget this disgrace.

        

        I firmly resolved that someday I would surpass Marine and humiliate her in the same way.
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        "Thank you for your hard work."

        

        "Yeah!"

        

        "Ughhhh..."

        

        After two hours of continuous torture, the Knight Commander finally declared our liberation.

        

        My entire body was screaming in pain, but somehow Marine looked even more energetic than before the training began.

        

        "My lady, are you some kind of monster?"

        

        I had noticed it when she was going wild for over two hours, but Marine possessed incredible stamina that didn't match her small frame at all.

        

        Marine gave me an unpleasant smile.

        

        "If you're jealous, you should have been born into the Deriposer family too."

        

        It seemed Marine wasn't denying the fact that her abilities came from good genetics.

        

        "Ughhhh..."

        

        I wanted to sit down a bit longer, but magic class was scheduled soon.

        

        Since I couldn't be late on my first day, I got up from my seat with a groan.

        

        "Let's go learn magic now."

        

        "Yeah!"

        

        I hadn't heard that the Deriposer family had any particular talent for magic, but Marine wore a confident expression.

        

        'At least magic shouldn't be physically demanding.'

        

        This would be my first time learning magic since being reincarnated into this world.

        

        I was looking forward to it.

        

        ***

        

        Strangely enough, the magic class was held in the library.

        

        "Ugh, the library...?"

        

        Marine grimaced at the mention of the library.

        

        Unlike Marine with her wrinkled expression, I felt my energy—drained from the training grounds—being replenished as we approached the library, my natural habitat.

        

        Creeeeak.

        

        "Ho ho ho, greetings. I am Deren, a 4th Circle Magician."

        

        As the library door opened, an elderly gentleman was organizing books.

        

        "It's just an old man."

        

        Marine's expression showed disappointment, as if the magician didn't match what she had expected.

        

        She apparently didn't know the basic principle that magicians grow stronger with age.

        

        "Hahaha."

        

        The magician lightly brushed off Marine's potentially hurtful comment.

        

        He placed two books each in front of Marine and me as we took our seats.

        

        [Fundamentals of Magic Theory]

        [Understanding Mana]

        

        Just from the titles, they looked interesting.

        

        While I was excited, Marine's expression soured.

        

        I hadn't forgotten how she had tormented me earlier.

        

        "Our cultured lady must love books, right?"

        

        "O-Of course..."

        

        Marine forced a smile, struggling to move her facial muscles.

        

        Seeing her discomfort gave me a sense of satisfaction.

        

        The magician, watching us with a pleased expression, took his seat.

        

        "These are two essential books for anyone beginning to study magic. Today's lesson will consist of reading these books. If you have any questions while reading, please feel free to ask."

        

        I turned the cover with a snicker and soon became immersed in the world of the book.

        

        When I raised my head after finishing both books, the magician wore an astonished expression.

      

      
        

        "Young master, you possess remarkable concentration... That's the most important talent for a magician."

        

        "Haha, thank you."

        

        I scratched my head in embarrassment and looked to the side.

        

        "Snooore..."

        

        Marine was sound asleep, her face buried in page 20.

        

        Considering that the first 10 pages contained no actual content, it would be fair to say she fell asleep almost as soon as she started reading.

        

        I'll have to tease her about this later.

        

        The magician, having confirmed that I had finished reading, stood up.

        

        "That will be all for today's lesson."

        

        "Thank you for your time."

        

        Although the scheduled class time was two hours, the magician had waited beyond that until I finished reading the books.

        

        After bowing my head in gratitude, I confirmed the magician had left the library and plopped down next to Marine.

        

        "Phew..."

        

        Marine was now drooling in her sleep.

        

        Worried that the book might get wet, I carefully removed it and arranged her arm to serve as a pillow.

        

        Since it seemed she wouldn't wake up anytime soon, I decided to leisurely enjoy some reading.

        

        ***

        

        Evening had fallen, and darkness had completely set in.

        

        "Mmmmm..."

        

        Marine woke up, rubbed her eyes, and stretched.

        

        "Eek!"

        

        She was startled when her stretching arms hit someone.

        

        Turning her head, she saw Hendel sitting next to her, reading a book.

        

        He was so focused that he didn't even react to the collision.

        

        Thinking he was an unbelievable bookworm, Marine stuck out her tongue.

        

        She stood up to stretch her stiff body and was shocked when she looked out the dark window.

        

        The magic class had started at 4 PM, and since the sun usually sets around 7 PM in midsummer, she must have slept for at least three hours.

        

        He could have left her or woken her up after such a long time, but Hendel had apparently decided to wait silently until she woke up.

        

        Marine, who still retained a tiny bit of human decency, felt grateful to Hendel.

        

        'I should use my wish for something light.'

        

        Originally, she had planned to cruelly ask Hendel to fold a thousand paper cranes with her wish, only to tear them up in front of him.

        

        But considering how he had waited for her today, she decided to discard that plan and make a normal wish instead.

        

        Since it was hot summer, she thought it might be nice to visit a cave.

        

        There were several large caves in the Adger territory that were famous tourist attractions.

        

        She watched Hendel as he read, leaning sideways on the desk.

        

        Since Hendel had waited for her, she decided to wait for him to finish reading as well.

        

        ***

        

        After turning the last page of the book, I looked up and met Marine's eyes as she was watching me while leaning on the desk.

        

        "Finished reading?"

        

        "Yes, I have."

        

        It seemed Marine had waited for me to finish reading after she woke up.

        

        I felt slightly grateful.

        

        "You could have just called me when you woke up."

        

        Marine shook her head.

        

        "You waited for me, so I should wait for you too."

        

        "Wow..."

      

      
        

        I never imagined such warm words would come from Marine's mouth.

        

        I was so moved that I applauded.

        

        I had wondered if Marine, who tormented people at every opportunity, could ever escape her fate as a villainous lady and reform, but today I saw a glimmer of hope.

        

        Grumble.

        

        Marine's stomach growled right on cue.

        

        She blushed with embarrassment.

        

        Come to think of it, we missed dinner.

        

        I stood up before it got any later.

        

        "It seems we're late, but let's check the dining hall anyway."

        

        If dinner was no longer available, we could ask the duty chef for a light meal.

        

        ***

        

        When we arrived at the dining hall with Marine, the table was clean as expected, with only a note left on it.

        

        [I heard you were in the library with the lady. Books are good, but don't skip meals. Ask the duty chef for food.]

        

        I wasn't particularly disappointed since I had expected dinner to be cleared away by now.

        

        Unlike me, Marine seemed disappointed, probably having hoped that dinner would still be available.

        

        "It's alright. In situations like this, we can ask the duty chef to prepare something simple."

        

        "Okay..."

        

        She had refused to eat just yesterday, but today she looked dejected because there was no food.

        

        She was truly like a child, with emotions that changed hundreds of times a day.

        

        Taking Marine's hand, I arrived at the kitchen only to be surprised by a note on the door.

        

        [Due to the duty chef's sudden illness, the night kitchen is closed today]

        

        "What should we do...?"

        

        Marine's voice trembled, as if the thought of missing a meal made her sad.

        

        In an emergency, we could have asked a maid who knew how to cook, but I didn't want to go that far.

        

        I turned to face Marine.

        

        "My lady, do you trust me?"

        

        "Huh?"

        

        Back on Earth, I used to cook as a hobby from time to time.

        

        Although I hadn't stepped foot in a kitchen since possessing this body, surely I could manage a simple dish?

        

        "I'll prepare something that perfectly suits your taste, so please wait a moment."

        

        "Have you ever cooked before?"

        

        "Ma...ybe?"

        

        I had cooked on Earth, but never in this body, so my answer was ambiguous.

        

        "I heard cooking isn't something to take lightly."

        

        It seemed our lady didn't trust me.

        

        Well, it would be natural to be skeptical if someone who had never cooked before claimed they would make a dish perfectly suited to your taste.

        

        In times like this, I had to prove myself through action.

        

        It seemed I needed to show my true sincerity that I had been hiding.

        

        I stood proudly, holding an egg and a spatula.

        

        "Prepare yourself, my lady! I'll make you fall so deeply in love with my cooking that you won't be able to escape!"

        

        "Um... good luck?"

        

        I enthusiastically cracked an egg into the frying pan.

        

        "Ah..."

        

        Having not cracked an egg for a long time, I got shell fragments in the yolk with the very first egg.

        

        Marine's expression hardened.
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        "Are you sure you're okay?"

        

        Marine looks at me with great suspicion.

        

        Since it was clearly my mistake with no room for excuses, I smiled awkwardly.

        

        "I made a small mistake since it's been a while since I cooked. Don't worry, I won't make the same mistake again."

        

        "...I don't trust you, so I'll be watching."

        

        Since we're working with fire, I'd prefer if she kept her distance, but I didn't stop her as she probably wouldn't listen to me anyway.

        

        Sizzle, sizzle.

        

        The eggs and bacon were browning nicely.

        

        "Slurp."

        

        Marine couldn't take her eyes off the appetizing food.

        

        Ding!

        

        Right on cue, the toaster bell rang, announcing that the bread was done.

        

        I took the perfectly toasted bread from the toaster and divided it onto two plates.

        

        Marine's eyes were now sparkling, apparently no longer concerned about my cooking skills.

        

        I picked up the sugar container and glanced at Marine.

        

        "Would you like to sprinkle some sugar?"

        

        "Yes!"

        

        Though it was a simple task that only required sprinkling some sugar, Marine excitedly took the container.

        

        "Just a moderate amount, please."

        

        "Got it."

        

        With her small hands firmly gripping the sugar container, she gently sprinkled sugar on the bread.

        

        I smiled contentedly as I placed the eggs and bacon on top of the bread that Marine had sprinkled with sugar.

        

        "There, it's done."

        

        "Ooh!"

        

        Marine immediately grabbed the finished toast.

        

        Oh, that must still be hot.

        

        "Ouch."

        

        As expected, she put the toast down with a startled reaction.

        

        "Let's wait for it to cool down a bit. I'll get some milk in the meantime."

        

        "I want strawberry milk."

        

        Such a picky young lady.

        

        I fetched a bottle each of regular milk and strawberry milk from the refrigerator.

        

        Munch, munch.

        

        Unable to wait even that short time, Marine was already eating the toast.

        

        Though it was still hot, she kept switching hands while holding it, refusing to put it down.

        

        She must have been very hungry.

        

        "Eat slowly. No one's going to take it from you."

        

        "Okay."

        

        I opened the strawberry milk bottle and placed it in front of Marine, then picked up my share of toast.

        

        The toast had cooled down a bit and wasn't too hot anymore.

        

        Crunch.

        

        The crispy bacon and soft-boiled egg blended perfectly, creating a delightful sensation in my mouth.

        

        'No wonder Marine is eating so enthusiastically.'

        

        Though it's unlikely to happen, if the family ever went bankrupt, running a toast business wouldn't be a bad idea.

        

        ***

        

        A month had passed since I became responsible for Marine.

        

        She still occasionally tormented the servants, but the frequency had decreased significantly, and in front of me, she behaved like an ordinary young lady of her age.

        

        Today, as usual, Kani visited my room.

      

      
        

        I proudly boasted to her:

        

        "Haven't the servants noticed how much more docile the young lady has become recently? That's all my doing."

        

        I expected enthusiastic praise from Kani, but for some reason, she only showed a dubious expression, not giving me the reaction I had anticipated.

        

        "I haven't really noticed anything different?"

        

        "Huh? Is it because you've been avoiding the young lady so you haven't noticed?"

        

        I couldn't agree at all with Kani's opinion that she hadn't noticed any change in Marine.

        

        Just looking at Marine's usual expression, one could tell how much she had changed.

        

        It's hard to imagine the initially expressionless Marine from the early days, as recently she's been walking around with a bright smile.

        

        She even greets me first in the morning.

        

        When I expressed these observations, Kani's reaction was one of disbelief.

        

        "The young lady I've seen is still expressionless and always ignores greetings?"

        

        "Really?"

        

        Kani didn't seem to be joking, which left me confused.

        

        She stroked her chin thoughtfully, despite not having a beard, then nodded.

        

        "Come to think of it, she does seem to only show her gentle side in front of you, young master."

        

        This seemed like important information, so I tried to hear more.

        

        "Tell me more about that..."

        

        Knock, knock.

        

        At that moment, a knocking sound interrupted my question.

        

        "Eek!"

        

        Startled, Kani didn't even wait to hear the rest of my question before hiding under the bed.

        

        I felt a sense of déjà vu as I opened the door.

        

        As expected, the head maid was standing at the door.

        

        "Is it my father again?"

        

        "No, sir. I came to inform you that the mage tower has completed the review of your notes and requests your visit at your convenience."

        

        "Oh!"

        

        Finally!

        

        I had worried that the matter had been forgotten after a month of silence, but fortunately, it seemed to be progressing smoothly.

        

        I quickly took out a coat from the wardrobe and put it on.

        

        "I'll be heading to the mage tower."

        

        "Yes, please be careful. And make sure to take a guard knight with you."

        

        "Sure, don't worry."

        

        I was curious about the rest of Kani's story, but I figured I could ask her when I returned.

        

        ***

        

        The Carde Mage Tower, the only one located in the Edger County.

        

        Established 500 years ago by the legendary 8th circle mage Carde, this tower has a significant impact on the economy and security of the Edger territory, which is why it has maintained a close relationship with the Edger family for generations.

        

        The tower stands at an impressive height of 20 floors.

        

        "Wow..."

        

        Back on Earth, tall buildings were common, so I wouldn't have been impressed, but in this world where most buildings don't exceed two stories, seeing a 20-story building was overwhelming.

        

        "Haha, it's my first time meeting you, young master. I am Matado, the head of the Carde Mage Tower."

        

        Surprisingly, the head of the Carde Mage Tower was a young man with a friendly smile.

        

        Given that the Carde Tower is no small institution, the fact that he became the tower head at such a young age suggests he must be quite skilled.

        

        "Hello."

        

        I bowed my head slightly.

        

        I'm 8 years old.

        

        An 8-year-old child acting like an adult would only cause discomfort.

        

        I gave a childlike bow appropriate for my appearance.

        

        In any world, a well-mannered child is always well-received.

        

      

      
        The tower head seemed pleased with my polite greeting and smiled.

        

        He's the one who will make my cola, so I don't mind offering this much courtesy.

        

        "Well then, shall we go inside and talk?"

        

        "Yes!"

        

        The tower lobby was so lavishly decorated with gold that it showed just how wealthy they were.

        

        But what surprised me most was that the Carde Mage Tower had a device similar to an elevator.

        

        If they can make elevators, surely they can make cola? My trust in the mage tower grew rapidly.

        

        Following the tower head, we arrived at a facility that resembled a modern laboratory.

        

        Mages in white coats were lined up in front of the lab, apparently having been informed of our arrival in advance.

        

        "These friends are the specialists in research and development at the tower. I'm not very familiar with this field, so I'll take my leave now."

        

        "Thank you."

        

        After the tower head left, a mage with disheveled hair and deep dark circles under his eyes bowed his head.

        

        "I'm Betty, the head of the Food Development Department. I look forward to working with you until development is complete."

        

        "Yes!"

        

        The engineering team that will make my cola.

        

        They looked absolutely beautiful to me.

        

        ***

        

        A mage with greasy hair approached like a zombie.

        

        Thud.

        

        With trembling hands, he set down the 232nd cola prototype.

        

        "Hmm."

        

        Channeling my inner critic, I closed my eyes slightly and took a sip of the prototype.

        

        The fizzy carbonation and strong sweetness that hit my palate.

        

        It was that taste I had missed so much.

        

        With tears streaming down my face, I stood up and hugged the mage.

        

        "Ah...ah..."

        

        Due to our height difference, it looked more like I was being hugged, but the mage seemed deeply moved by my embrace and shed tears.

        

        "Freedom at last!"

        

        He shouted with joy as he ran out of the laboratory.

        

        Yes, after all that hard work, he deserves a day of freedom.

        

        Though from tomorrow, he'll probably be assigned to air conditioner development.

        

        Carefully tucking the cola recipe into my chest, I immediately went to find the team leader.

        

        Although I didn't develop it for money, I didn't want to sit idle with an idea that could be profitable.

        

        "This... this will definitely make money..."

        

        The team leader's eyes widened after tasting the newly made cola based on the recipe, as I had already consumed the prototype.

        

        "Right?"

        

        The team leader seemed completely captivated by the intense flavor of the cola, continuously sipping it and exclaiming in admiration.

        

        "Amazing. It even has a stimulating effect that wakes you up completely."

        

        The cola we developed in this world included cola nuts, as in the traditional method.

        

        Cola nuts contain a significant amount of caffeine, so it could also be promoted as a coffee alternative.

        

        The team leader took out a contract from the drawer.

        

        "Young master, please join us. We'll handle the sales, promotion, and production at our tower; all you need to do is authorize the sale of cola."

        

        "What about the percentage?"

        

        "We'll give you 20 percent of the revenue."

        

        "Deal!"

        

        Having made a good deal, the team leader and I shook hands.

        

        Being in a child's body, it would be realistically difficult for me to handle production and sales alone, so there was no reason to refuse when the tower would take care of everything and give me 20 percent.

        

        A world where money multiplies just by breathing.

        

        This world was truly beautiful.
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        The cola, distributed through Carde Magic Tower's nationwide network, was selling like hotcakes.

        

        Despite a manufacturing cost of only 12 silver, the retail price was 30 times higher at 3 gold and 60 silver.

        

        Even after deducting distribution and promotion costs, cola boasted an incredible 90% profit margin.

        

        Even with Carde Magic Tower giving me 20%, they were still taking 70%.

        

        With both high margins and daily record-breaking sales, I heard rumors that Carde Magic Tower was discussing whether to cover the entire 20-story building in gold, beyond just the lobby.

        

        If I'd known they'd be making this much, I should have demanded a bigger cut.

        

        ***

        

        "Oh my, young master, welcome!"

        

        The Tower Master, whose complexion had brightened considerably from raking in cola profits, greeted me warmly.

        

        From what I heard from my father, the current Carde Tower Master had been in a precarious position after rising to such a high position at a young age.

        

        However, I heard that the tremendous success of the cola business had firmly established his position as Tower Master.

        

        "If you ever need any magic, please call on me anytime. For your requests, young master, I'll come running immediately."

        

        "Thank you."

        

        Having filled the tower's coffers and strengthened his political position, the Tower Master treated me like a walking good luck charm.

        

        A promise from a Tower Master, not just any ordinary magician, holds tremendous value.

        

        If I fail to develop air conditioning, I should ask him to install some cooling magic in the count's mansion.

        

        I followed the Tower Master into the building's lobby.

        

        "Based on cola's great success, we've significantly expanded funding for the rest of our planned projects."

        

        "Has the development team grown as well?"

        

        "We initially assigned about 20 magicians, but after expanding, we now have around 100 magicians working hard on development."

        

        Ooh!

        

        The more engineers, the better.

        

        ***

        

        "Welcome, young master!"

        

        While touring the development team with the Tower Master, a vibrant blonde woman greeted me.

        

        "Who are you?"

        

        Though I'm now 8 years old, I'm certainly not suffering from dementia, but I couldn't recall who she was no matter how hard I tried.

        

        "I'm Betty, head of the Food Development Department."

        

        "Eh?"

        

        Where had the disheveled, dark-circled magician from my memory gone, replaced by this noble-looking lady?

        

        "Hehe, it's all thanks to you, young master."

        

        Betty handed me her business card.

        

        [Betty Merhel, Director, Carde Magic Tower]

        

        No wonder she looked so healthy—Betty had been promoted and left the frontlines.

        

        Ah, she was such an excellent slave.

        

        Unaware of my inner thoughts, Betty smiled brightly as she introduced the expanded development department.

        

        The place was filled with cutting-edge magical tools—clearly no small investment had been made.

        

        "How much have you invested?"

        

        "We're reinvesting all the cola profits."

        

        My goodness.

        

        It seems the Magic Tower has high expectations for other projects after cola's great success.

        

        Cola was easy because it didn't require advanced technology, but other items won't be so simple.

        

        The last time I checked on progress, the air conditioner and telephone were stalled at the conceptual stage.

        

        Only the calculator and ergonomically designed chair were making decent progress.

      

      
        

        I was rushing the chair development because my back felt like it was being destroyed in real-time, and I was developing the calculator because it seemed like a money-maker.

        

        Many people in this world can't even do basic arithmetic.

        

        I had envisioned a primitive calculator with rotating gears, but they somehow managed to create something resembling an electronic calculator using magic.

        

        Of course, a magic-based calculator would be too expensive to mass-produce, so they were also developing a gear-based version for commercialization.

        

        As my brief tour ended and I was about to return home with plenty of cola for Marine, the Tower Master came running breathlessly.

        

        "Huff... huff... young master... this is my gift to you."

        

        Despite being a high-ranking magician, the Tower Master was panting from just a short run—a typical magician trait.

        

        He pulled out a small pair of rings from his pocket and handed them to me.

        

        "Now that you're 8 years old, young master, isn't it time to consider engagement? When worn by a man and woman, these rings share a portion of each other's magical power and contain a built-in 3rd-circle shield spell for emergencies."

        

        "..."

        

        In my previous life, I'd seen countless such rings in fiction.

        

        Engagement rings, betrothal rings, wedding rings, couples' rings—they went by various names across different stories, but they all shared one thing in common: those who wore these paired rings inevitably faced life-threatening danger.

        

        Though everything usually worked out in the end.

        

        "..."

        

        I fundamentally believe this world follows novel clichés and their compelling force.

        

        Like the cliché where an unusually spirited and resourceful commoner who enters the academy inevitably ensnares both the crown prince and the Tower Master.

        

        Should I accept this?

        

        Would accepting it bring life-threatening danger?

        

        Countless thoughts raced through my mind.

        

        "Haha, don't feel too pressured, young master. I've already placed them in your carriage, so you can give one to your fiancée when the time comes."

        

        Seeing my hesitation, the Tower Master thought I was feeling burdened by the gift and, with a hearty laugh, placed the ring box in my carriage without even asking for my consent.

        

        In this world, magical items with special functions trade for astronomical sums.

        

        Especially when that function is protective magic? Rich people who live with constant threats to their lives would go crazy trying to acquire such items.

        

        'Right, I just need to avoid wearing it. I can sell it later.'

        

        I bowed my head in gratitude and left the Magic Tower.

        

        Underestimating the compelling force of clichés.

        

        ***

        

        Upon returning home, I immediately went to find Marine.

        

        "Ugh... this is formal attire for parties... and this is for weddings...?"

        

        Marine was admirably studying etiquette, her head buried in books.

        

        Yes, a good child who studies hard deserves a reward.

        

        "My lady."

        

        "Don't talk to me... Oh, Bern... hello?"

        

        "..."

        

        I recalled Kani's testimony that Marine only behaves gently in front of me.

        

        It seems there's some truth to that statement.

        

        'Still, she's trying to control her temper, which shows progress.'

        

        Compared to her initial behavior, she's reformed quite a bit over the past year.

        

        There's still plenty of time, and if we continue the rehabilitation project slowly, won't she turn out fine?

        

        I placed the freshly brought cola in front of Marine, who was awkwardly avoiding my gaze.

        

        The sound of carbonation from the cola in the chilled glass offered refreshment even before drinking.

        

        "Oh! Cola!"

        

        Marine's eyes sparkled as she reached for the glass.

        

        "Wait a moment, please."

        

      

      
        Marine stopped like a well-trained puppy.

        

        She gave me a desperate look, clearly wanting to drink the cola.

        

        I took both her hands in mine.

        

        "Make me one promise. Be kind to others, not just me."

        

        "Umm... yes, of course!"

        

        They say when people make eye contact while conversing, their words carry more sincerity.

        

        This world is a fictional one.

        

        A villainess can only meet an unfortunate future.

        

        Having spent so much time with Marine, I'd grown quite attached to her.

        

        I sincerely hoped that Marine wouldn't walk the path of a villainess and face an unfortunate future.

        

        "Promise."

        

        "Yes, I promise."

        

        Marine and I sealed our promise with a pinky swear.

        

        It might seem childish, but these things work well with young children.

        

        In fact, since the day Marine pinky-promised to eat cabbage well, she's been forcing herself to eat it despite her grimaces.

        

        "Good, now let's drink the cola before it gets warm!"

        

        To avoid leaving Marine with an uncomfortable feeling from the serious atmosphere, I smiled playfully to cheer her up.

        

        "Yes!"

        

        Still very much a child, Marine quickly forgot the past and beamed with a bright smile.

        

        Yes, keep growing up with that bright smile.

        

        After spending such a long time raising Marine, I felt like I'd essentially become her father.

        

        ***

        

        After a long day of heir training, I finished my daily routine clutching my lower back.

        

        Sword training already strains my back, and sitting in hard chairs for the rest of the day makes me feel like I'm developing a herniated disc at a young age.

        

        Having experienced the horrors of disc problems in my previous life, I decided I needed to urge the Magic Tower to deliver my custom chair as soon as possible.

        

        Knock knock.

        

        "Um..."

        

        On my way to dinner after magic lessons.

        

        Marine gently tapped my shoulder.

        

        Her way of calling me had become more careful than before, which was a positive development.

        

        "Yes, my lady, what is it?"

        

        I answered with a pleased smile at Marine's progress, and she shyly spoke up.

        

        "Can I use my wish token?"

        

        Ah, the wish token. That was still a thing.

        

        Marine hadn't mentioned it for so long that I'd completely forgotten about it.

        

        Part of me wanted to pretend it never existed, but I'd read somewhere that keeping promises to children plays an important role in their character development.

        

        "Yes, what would you like?"

        

        Having grown somewhat close to Marine, I believed she wouldn't make an unreasonable request.

        

        "Let's go on a trip!"

        

        Phew, nothing major after all.

        

        "To a cave, since it's summer!"

        

        "..."

        

        Of all places, a cave.

        

        Sweat trickled down my back as an ominous feeling washed over me.
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        Once again, it was time for the family dinner that never failed to happen.

        

        "I'm going to the cave with Hendel!"

        

        "Ah... no, it's not confirmed yet."

        

        Before I could finish my response, Marine had already announced it to our parents.

        

        I waved my hands in protest, trying my best to resist, but...

        

        "Oh my, a cave trip sounds so romantic!"

        

        "Hendel, you should get out of the house more instead of staying cooped up inside. Since it's come up, go tomorrow."

        

        My protests fell on deaf ears.

        

        "You said... you'd grant my wish..."

        

        "Well... that's true, but..."

        

        When tears welled up in Marine's eyes, my resolve weakened.

        

        "Come now, Her Ladyship wants to go so badly. Just accompany her."

        

        "Yes..."

        

        I surrendered helplessly as Marine began to shed tears.

        

        "Yay!"

        

        The tears vanished instantly, and Marine smiled brightly the moment I gave permission.

        

        Our parents watched with fond smiles as Marine jumped around in excitement.

        

        'Since it's come to this, I need to prepare thoroughly.'

        

        I needed to make sure there were no variables by preparing meticulously.

        

        "May I bring the Knight Commander with us?"

        

        I requested the strongest force of the Count Adger's household.

        

        "Of course. It would be terrible if Her Ladyship got hurt."

        

        Fortunately, Father readily agreed.

        

        With the Knight Commander accompanying us, we could safely escape even if the cave collapsed.

        

        ***

        

        After dinner, I went to find Marine, carrying the ring box I had received from the Tower Master.

        

        I would have preferred to keep it sealed away, but now that our trip to the cave—which already reeked of trouble—was confirmed, saving it for later could be a waste.

        

        Knock knock.

        

        "My Lady, it's Hendel. May I come in?"

        

        "Yes!"

        

        When I carefully opened the door, Marine was wriggling under her blanket on the bed.

        

        I yanked the blanket off her.

        

        "Eek! What are you doing?"

        

        Marine shrieked as I tossed aside her precious blanket.

        

        Ignoring her protests, I patted the bed.

        

        "Calm down and sit on the bed."

        

        "You're going to lecture me again, aren't you?"

        

        Marine grumbled but obediently sat down on the bed.

        

        After scolding her several times over the past few days about treating the servants kindly, she probably thought I was here to scold her again.

        

        "I didn't come to scold you today."

        

        "Then?"

        

        "Give me your hand."

        

        "Okay."

        

        Having built up trust in me during our time together, Marine extended her hand without suspicion.

        

        "Huh?!"

        

        She was startled when I took a ring out of the box.

        

        I was a bit embarrassed too, but tried to appear calm as I slipped the ring onto the ring finger of her left hand.

        

        "Ehhh?!"

        

        Now she was letting out strange noises.

        

        I averted my eyes and explained:

        

        "This is a magical item for your safety. Don't misunderstand."

        

        "Um... okay..."

        

        In this world, the average marriage age is 17, lower than on Earth, and for nobles, arranged marriages are common, with engagements between families often occurring when children are 7-8 years old.

        

        From that perspective, this could easily be misunderstood, but I had genuinely chosen this for safety reasons only.

        

        Marine fidgeted with the ring on her finger.

        

        Feeling a wave of regret at doing such a childish thing with a kid, I fled from the room.

        

        I'd probably be tossing and turning in bed tonight.

        

      

      
        ***

        

        The day of the cave trip.

        

        I woke up early in the morning and went around the mansion checking preparations.

        

        "Young Master, aren't you returning from the cave today? Is it necessary to prepare three days' worth of food?"

        

        "The knights are coming with us, and knights eat a lot, so we need plenty of food."

        

        Using the knights as an excuse, I prepared abundant provisions.

        

        "What? The entire knight order?"

        

        "Yes, only those on duty will remain to guard the mansion, and the rest will come with us. The knights deserve a day of rest too."

        

        "Oh! Thank you! I'll tell the others!"

        

        Not satisfied with just the Knight Commander, I added almost the entire knight order to our party.

        

        "Tower Master, if I don't return from the cave after a day, please come rescue me!"

        

        "I... understand."

        

        I also left an emergency rescue request with the Tower Master.

        

        'Phew, this should be enough, right?'

        

        I had done my best to prepare.

        

        Accidents? Dangers? Bring it on! I'll crush them all.

        

        ***

        

        The cave we were visiting today was a tourist attraction in Count Adger's territory, a verified location visited by tens of thousands of tourists annually.

        

        For safety, I had blocked tourists from yesterday and badgered the cave manager to search the interior ten times.

        

        "Hendel, are you scared of a mere cave? You're still such a child. Heh."

        

        "..."

        

        Unaware of my concerns, Marine was busy teasing me about my tension.

        

        I ignored her with silence.

        

        "Hmph, you're no fun."

        

        Seeing my strategy of ignoring her, Marine lost interest and focused on enjoying the scenery outside.

        

        I closed my eyes and prayed.

        

        'Goddess, please let nothing happen.'

        

        ***

        

        "We've arrived!"

        

        After about an hour of travel, we reached the cave.

        

        As befitting a tourist attraction, various stalls were set up in front of the cave.

        

        Though today I had chased them all away.

        

        "Aww, I wanted to eat chicken skewers."

        

        "I'll make some for you when we get home."

        

        "Okay!"

        

        Marine seemed overflowing with energy, so happy to be on this outing.

        

        I began to understand why parents find raising children exhausting.

        

        This was seriously draining.

        

        After passing the stall area, we reached the cave entrance.

        

        "Sigh..."

        

        We had finally arrived at the cave.

        

        "Shall we go?"

        

        "Yes!"

        

        With Marine's energetic response, I stepped into the cave.

        

        Inside, I walked cautiously, my senses heightened like a cat encountering a stranger for the first time.

        

        "Wow, that rock looks so interesting!"

        

        "Ah... yes..."

        

        "Hendel, Hendel, what's that? It looks weird, like an ice pick?"

        

        "That's a stalactite."

        

        Being so on guard, I couldn't help but neglect Marine.

        

        "Hmph..."

        

        Noticing that I wasn't focusing on her, Marine pouted.

        

        I felt sorry for Marine, but with so many potential dangers in the cave, it was hard to give her my attention.

        

        "No problems detected ahead."

        

        "No magical reactions confirmed!"

        

        The knights spread out in all directions reported that everything was safe, but I still couldn't relax.

        

        Noticing my excessive anxiety, the Knight Commander approached.

        

        "Young Master, is something wrong?"

        

      

      
        I couldn't honestly say I was afraid because of clichés, so I made up an excuse.

        

        "I had an ominous dream."

        

        "I see. That's certainly cause for concern. But our knight order will protect you and Her Ladyship no matter what happens. Trust us and enjoy yourselves."

        

        Despite how my lack of trust might have offended him, the Knight Commander showed no signs of being upset.

        

        Walking tensely, we had already covered half the cave.

        

        'Am I worrying too much?'

        

        With the reliable Knight Commander present and no anomalies after walking halfway through the cave, my tension gradually eased.

        

        Marine was sulking, and the knights' expressions weren't pleasant due to my sensitive reactions.

        

        'Right, I shouldn't keep ruining the mood on an outing.'

        

        Having prepared more than enough, I decided to enjoy the cave tour.

        

        "Alright, I'll trust the Knight Commander."

        

        "Thank you."

        

        I passed the Knight Commander and approached the sulking Marine.

        

        "Hmph!"

        

        Sensing my approach, Marine turned her head away to show she was upset.

        

        "Haha... My Lady?"

        

        "I don't know any stupid person who doesn't keep promises."

        

        "Don't be like that. I've prepared lunch, and it's about time we ate."

        

        Marine glanced at me.

        

        "Cola."

        

        "Pardon?"

        

        "Do you have cola too?"

        

        I smiled brightly.

        

        "Of course!"

        

        "Good!"

        

        Marine was an easy villainess who could be appeased with just a bottle of cola.

        

        ***

        

        "First squad, guard the left. Second squad, guard the right. Rotate every 30 minutes."

        

        "Yes!"

        

        "Third squad, set up the tents. Fourth squad, stand by."

        

        "Understood!"

        

        When I indicated I wanted to have lunch, the knights moved efficiently to prepare the meal.

        

        While the knights were preparing, I stepped aside with Marine to look around the cave, though we stayed within ten steps of the knight order in case of emergency.

        

        "Wow, Hendel, look at this! It's a dinosaur!"

        

        "It... is?"

        

        I hadn't heard about any murals in this cave, but Marine had spotted one in a corner with her eagle eyes.

        

        The mural depicted what appeared to be a Tyrannosaurus cousin breathing fire.

        

        From archaeology books I'd read in this world, dinosaurs went extinct 100,000 years ago, which meant this mural was at least that old.

        

        We should have archaeologists examine it properly once we leave the cave.

        

        "As expected of My Lady, you've found something incredibly important."

        

        I gave Marine a thumbs up.

        

        "Right! Right!"

        

        Marine smiled at the praise.

        

        "Still, please don't touch anything around here just in case. I've heard that ancient murals sometimes have traps—"

        

        Rumble.

        

        Suddenly, the ground began to shake.

        

        "I... think I already touched something?"

        

        When Marine removed her hand from the wall, a complex-looking magic circle was revealed where she had touched.

        

        Though extremely dismayed, my judgment was quick.

        

        I grabbed Marine's hand and ran toward the knights.

        

        "Young Master!"

        

        The Knight Commander, noticing something was wrong, was running toward us.

        

        'Got it.'

        

        As the Knight Commander's hand reached out and was about to grasp mine—

        

        Crack.

        

        The cave floor split open, and Marine and I plunged into the abyss.

        

        I tightened my grip on Marine's hand to not lose her while muttering a brief curse.

        

        "Damn it."
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        "Oh, my head..."

        

        How many hours had I been unconscious? I grabbed my throbbing head and pulled myself up.

        

        Under normal circumstances, falling from that height should have burst my body open, but thanks to Marine's quick thinking in deploying a barrier just before impact, I was able to survive.

        

        "Urgh."

        

        However, it seemed the barrier couldn't completely negate the impact, as blood trickled from the corner of my mouth.

        

        It appears my internal organs have been severely shaken.

        

        Fortunately, the internal bleeding wasn't too severe, as I wasn't coughing up much blood, but I probably wouldn't last long.

        

        'Even at the fastest, rescue would take at least a few hours...'

        

        Though I had no medical knowledge, I was certain that if I just waited quietly for rescue, I'd die before the rescue team arrived.

        

        'I wonder if Marine is alright.'

        

        Marine was still unconscious, her eyes closed.

        

        If even a weakling like me survived, Marine, who was physically much stronger than me, must have survived too.

        

        Still, I worried about the extent of her injuries.

        

        'I hope her legs are fine...'

        

        "Urgh."

        

        I barely managed to hold back another surge of blood threatening to come up.

        

        "My Lady, My Lady."

        

        I grabbed Marine's shoulders and shook her.

        

        Thankfully, there were no visible external injuries.

        

        "My Lady, please wake up..."

        

        Despite my vigorous shaking, Marine wouldn't wake up.

        

        A sudden fear gripped me that Marine might be dead.

        

        "Please... please..."

        

        Desperately enduring the pain that felt like needles stabbing inside me, I called out to Marine.

        

        "Ugh..."

        

        "My Lady!"

        

        Perhaps my desperate plea reached her.

        

        Marine slowly began to open her eyes.

        

        I let out a sigh of relief.

        

        "Where are we...?"

        

        Marine looked around with wide eyes.

        

        "Ah..."

        

        Her expression hardened as she seemed to recall the final moments.

        

        "Yes, it seems we've fallen into some secret ruins."

        

        I resented my past self for letting my guard down at the last moment, even though I had anticipated an accident.

        

        It was fortunate that I had swallowed my pride and shared the ring with her; without it, I would no longer be in this world.

        

        'If I make it back alive, I should thank the Tower Master...'

        

        Perhaps this accident was also due to the cliché tied to the ring, but regardless, it saved both Marine's life and mine.

        

        Expressing gratitude was only natural.

        

        Of course, that's if I manage to return alive.

        

        "I'm... I'm sorry... I pressed something strange..."

        

        Tears welled up in Marine's eyes, and her voice trembled.

        

        I stroked her head.

        

        "My Lady, now is not the time for self-blame. Shouldn't we focus on escaping first?"

        

        I wiped Marine's face, which was covered in tears and snot, with my handkerchief.

        

      

      
        Marine clenched her fist as if making a resolution.

        

        "I will definitely protect Hendel!"

        

        "Thank you."

        

        Marine, true to her Swordmaster lineage, possessed remarkable martial talent despite being only 8 years old.

        

        The Knight Commander had declared that even in her current state, she could defeat most active knights.

        

        But I couldn't place too much hope in that.

        

        Though Marine was a genius, she was still only 8 years old.

        

        Despite her talent, it would be difficult to overcome the physical limitations of being 8 years old.

        

        She couldn't even draw out sword energy, the foundation of knighthood, due to her insufficient mana capacity.

        

        Determined to protect me, Marine took the lead with a resolute look, holding a stick she had found somewhere.

        

        "Hendel, just follow me."

        

        I nodded silently.

        

        I decided to minimize talking to avoid coughing up blood and worrying Marine.

        

        Fortunately, unlike typical ruins that force choices with multiple paths, this underground ruin had only one path, so we didn't have to worry about which way to go.

        

        However, the interior was extremely dark.

        

        It would have been best to let our eyes adapt to the darkness without using mana, but this ruin was absolute darkness with no light at all.

        

        I secretly coughed up blood where Marine couldn't see, then cast a spell.

        

        "Light."

        

        Light magic.

        

        It was a 1st circle spell, and due to my low proficiency, the brightness was weak, but it was enough to illuminate the small passage.

        

        "What is this..."

        

        The passage revealed by the light.

        

        The corridor was littered with countless human skeletons.

        

        The empty eye sockets of the skeletons seemed to warn that we would meet the same fate.

        

        I gulped and glanced at Marine.

        

        "..."

        

        Marine looked uncomfortable, but fortunately, she didn't seem too distressed.

        

        Crunch, crunch.

        

        As we walked through the passage, the endless skeletons showed just how ancient these ruins were.

        

        "Urgh."

        

        "Hendel, what's wrong?"

        

        "It's... it's nothing... just feeling queasy seeing the skeletons."

        

        The intervals between my internal bleeding episodes were getting shorter, probably because I was moving without receiving emergency treatment.

        

        'I can't hold on much longer.'

        

        I had been conserving mana in case we encountered enemies and needed magic, but my body couldn't keep up anymore.

        

        I reluctantly closed my eyes and moved my mana as I had read in books.

        

        Mages could perform normally impossible miracles for a limited time by overdriving their mana, risking the destruction of their mana circuits.

        

        I began to overdrive my mana while walking, keeping my eyes closed so Marine wouldn't notice anything unusual.

        

        "Hnng..."

        

        Excruciating pain washed over me as mana raced wildly through my body, a sensation I had never experienced before.

        

        I bit my clothes to prevent myself from groaning, breaking out in a cold sweat.

        

        Normally, this secret technique was only possible for mages whose mana manipulation abilities had reached a certain level, but I was confident I could do it.

        

        During my successor training, I realized that while I lacked talent with the sword like Marine, I had considerable talent for magic.

        

        There were three important elements for a mage.

        

        First, mana.

        

        Second, imagination.

        

      

      
        Third, concentration.

        

        I possessed all three of these crucial elements.

        

        My absolute amount of mana was unparalleled among those my age, my imagination overflowed thanks to my experiences from Earth, and my concentration exceeded that of ordinary people, even by my own assessment.

        

        'The damaged organs are the small intestine and spleen.'

        

        It was a blessing that my heart was unharmed.

        

        Sweating profusely, I guided the mana.

        

        Following my will, the mana squirmed and began to wrap around the bleeding areas.

        

        "Urgh..."

        

        The pain was so intense when the mana enveloped the bleeding areas that I inadvertently cried out, but fortunately, Marine was too busy surveying our surroundings to notice.

        

        My mana squirmed and adhered tightly to the bleeding areas.

        

        "Phew..."

        

        After completing the complex procedure, I let out a sigh of relief.

        

        This measure would probably extend my life by about two hours.

        

        Even if I made it back alive, it wouldn't be easy to repair my mana circuits in a short time.

        

        "This is..."

        

        After walking for about 30 minutes from the entrance, we came across a door with the same mural we had seen earlier.

        

        "Should I do the same as before?"

        

        Marine looked at me with an anxious face.

        

        Even though she knew we had no other option, she sought my permission, probably due to her earlier experience.

        

        I nodded slightly.

        

        "Then I'll open it?"

        

        Marine swallowed hard and placed her hand on the magic circle.

        

        Rumble, rumble...

        

        The ruins shook as Marine placed her hand on the magic circle, just like before.

        

        "Bleurgh..."

        

        The shaking ruins momentarily broke my concentration, and I vomited blood.

        

        "Huh? Hendel, what's wrong?"

        

        Marine froze in shock at the sight of me coughing up blood.

        

        "I'm really fine."

        

        "You're lying!"

        

        Marine approached with a pale face, her hands trembling as if in panic.

        

        "We need... we need help..."

        

        Despite the excruciating pain, I knew I had to remain calm; if I lost my composure, Marine would be in danger too.

        

        "Sob... Hendel, don't die..."

        

        Marine was now crying steadily.

        

        I felt my consciousness fading, but I struggled to maintain my grip on reality as I placed my hand on Marine's shoulder.

        

        "My Lady... you need to stay calm..."

        

        I was trying to choose my words carefully, but they came out slurred, perhaps due to blood loss.

        

        "Waaahh..."

        

        "My Lady... I... I want you to survive no matter what."

        

        Half-instinctively, I transferred my mana to Marine through the ring, and then gave her the ring itself.

        

        If I lost consciousness now, I would probably never wake up again.

        

        I held Marine's hands, which were dripping with tears, and left my final words.

        

        "My Lady... please be happy... It was... a pleasure... spending time with you."

        

        "Waaahh..."

        

        Is this a somewhat dignified death?
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        In the dark, gloomy interior of the ancient ruins.

        

        Marine, who had been crying while holding Hendel's pale body, wiped away her tears and stood up.

        

        "I will never... never let you die."

        

        She checked his pulse and confirmed he was still breathing.

        

        While healing magic could save most people, it couldn't bring back someone who was truly dying.

        

        Though it was incredibly difficult, Marine knew she was the only one who could save Hendel now. Feeling the magical power he had transferred to her, she gripped the rod firmly.

        

        Magic power—her greatest weakness and Hendel's greatest strength.

        

        Gathering magical power that easily exceeded five times her own, she looked back at Hendel.

        

        'I will definitely return.'

        

        A promise to Hendel and a pledge to herself.

        

        Marine ran through the open door.

        

        The rod she held was shining brilliantly with magical power.

        

        ***

        

        Grrrr.

        

        What appeared after passing through the first door was a golem that looked easily 3 meters tall.

        

        The floor shook with each step the golem took.

        

        Marine gulped and drew upon her magical power.

        

        Though it was her first time manifesting sword energy, she handled it as skillfully as a knight with decades of experience.

        

        "Hoo."

        

        After taking a deep breath, Marine charged at the golem without hesitation.

        

        CRASH!

        

        As the golem's metal arm collided with Marine's rod, a sound like an exploding bomb echoed.

        

        The balance between the small girl and the massive golem was surprisingly even, almost unbelievable.

        

        When that delicate balance broke, surprisingly, it was Marine who gained the upper hand.

        

        As the golem hesitated, pushed back by Marine's strength, she bravely drove her rod into the golem's body.

        

        Screech.

        

        Sensing danger, the golem's eyes flashed as it swung its arm.

        

        Whoosh.

        

        Taking full advantage of her small frame, Marine easily dodged the golem's frantically swinging arms.

        

        Though Marine didn't know the golem's weakness, she instinctively felt that its core in the center was its vulnerable point.

        

        CRACK!

        

        Marine's rod smoothly cut through the golem's core.

        

        Screeeech.

        

        As the core was severed, the light in the golem's eyes disappeared, and it stopped functioning.

        

        "Phew."

        

        Though this was Marine's first real combat experience, her bloodline showed itself—rather than feeling physical limitations, she felt her energy rising.

        

        Rumble.

        

        As the golem collapsed, another wall appeared.

        

        This new wall also had dinosaur murals, and Marine instinctively felt that the master of these ruins was beyond this wall.

        

        ***

        

        Rumble.

        

        The room that opened this time felt distinctly different from the previous ones.

        

        In the center of the room was a massive throne, but the boss she expected to be waiting wasn't visible.

      

      
        

        Even so, Marine remained vigilant, watching her surroundings carefully.

        

        [Rex qui olim mundum rexit]

        

        The throne was inscribed with a language she had never seen before.

        

        If it had been the book-loving Hendel, he might have recognized it, but unfortunately, Marine wasn't as fond of books as he was.

        

        The proper approach would be to carefully examine the surroundings, but with Hendel's life at stake, Marine boldly placed her hand on the unfamiliar text.

        

        Thud thud thud thud.

        

        As expected, when she touched the inscription, the ground began to shake.

        

        Marine maintained her vigilance and drew upon her magical power.

        

        BOOM!

        

        At last, the legendary dinosaur Tyranno revealed itself.

        

        Graaaak.

        

        The Tyrannosaurus licked its lips as it looked at Marine's tiny figure.

        

        It was a sight that would make archaeologists or biologists faint in shock.

        

        But for the young Marine, even the appearance of a dinosaur failed to impress her.

        

        If she had been a boy obsessed with dinosaurs, her eyes might have sparkled, but to Marine, it was just a giant monster.

        

        Kueeek.

        

        The king of dinosaurs raised its tiny forelegs with a terrible roar.

        

        Whoosh.

        

        A massive fireball spewed from the Tyranno's mouth.

        

        It was a blaze powerful enough to make even the Royal Knights' Commander flee in terror, but Marine, carrying Hendel's life on her shoulders, didn't back down.

        

        Marine swung her sword with movements as elegant as a butterfly.

        

        Slash slash slash.

        

        The fireball, easily ten times Marine's size, was cut into ten pieces by her graceful sword dance.

        

        Kieeee.

        

        The Tyrannosaurus was enraged that such a tiny creature had so easily blocked its attack.

        

        Deciding that magic wouldn't work, the Tyranno switched to physical attacks.

        

        It charged forward, opening its massive jaws to show off its gleaming teeth.

        

        Explosive speed generated by powerful leg muscles.

        

        Marine, who had intended to dodge, instinctively realized that evasion would be difficult and met the charge head-on, holding her sword horizontally.

        

        CRASH!

        

        "Ugh..."

        

        Though Marine had won the test of strength against the golem, she couldn't withstand the Tyranno's charging power and was sent flying into the air.

        

        Sensing it had gained the upper hand, the Tyranno stomped its foot again to secure its advantage.

        

        "Hoo."

        

        Realizing she couldn't win by strength alone, Marine exhaled and readied her stance once more.

        

        Gueeee.

        

        The Tyranno charged with a roar.

        

        Marine launched herself into the air, narrowly avoiding the Tyranno's charge.

        

        While it was impossible to dodge after seeing the charge begin, if one anticipated it, it was possible to avoid it by the slimmest margin.

        

        Kueeee.

        

        Having crashed face-first into the wall after Marine dodged its charge, the Tyranno screamed in what seemed like anger.

        

        As the Tyranno grew more excited, Marine became calmer.

        

        Though there was an enormous difference in their weight classes, in the modern era, the criterion for determining the ruler of the earth isn't size but the presence of intelligence.

        

      

      
        Marine gently touched the ring Hendel had given her.

        

        Ugyagyagyagya.

        

        The Tyranno charged powerfully once more.

        

        Concerned that Marine might dodge again, the Tyranno increased its speed, even at the risk of straining its leg muscles.

        

        Contrary to the Tyranno's expectations, Marine didn't dodge.

        

        Thinking Marine had given up, the Tyranno grinned and opened its massive jaws.

        

        Just as the Tyranno's sixty sharp teeth were about to pierce Marine—

        

        "Protection magic."

        

        A protective barrier formed around Marine.

        

        CRUNCH.

        

        The Tyranno's sharp teeth couldn't penetrate the barrier, but they created enormous cracks.

        

        Surprised by the magic that appeared without any incantation, the Tyranno decided it shouldn't give Marine any opening and attempted to bite again.

        

        But in battles between the strong, such a brief moment can create a significant difference.

        

        Judging this to be the decisive moment, Marine drew upon her remaining magical power without reservation.

        

        The rod emitted a bright light.

        

        "Hah!"

        

        With a short battle cry, Marine threw the rod into the Tyranno's throat.

        

        Throwing away her only weapon was a considerable risk, but Marine didn't hesitate.

        

        KAAAK.

        

        The Tyranno writhed on the ground, suffering from the rod lodged in its throat.

        

        Marine kept her distance, avoiding the Tyranno's claws and tail as it thrashed about mindlessly.

        

        Though her gambit had worked, it seemed that a mere rod wasn't enough to defeat the (former) ruler of Earth.

        

        If this turned into a prolonged battle, the Tyranno would eventually die, but thinking of Hendel, she didn't have the luxury of waiting that long.

        

        Marine clenched her small fists and charged toward the Tyranno.

        

        A battle to determine the true ruler of Earth began, without any tools.

        

        The Tyranno, unable to stand due to the rod in its throat, used its entire body as a weapon, trying to take Marine with it to the afterlife.

        

        Objectively, Marine approaching the Tyranno was a hundred times more advantageous for the dinosaur with its overwhelmingly superior physical abilities.

        

        But when death approaches, living beings instinctively fall into panic.

        

        Naturally, the Tyranno, having lived its entire life as Earth's ruler, had never experienced the fear of death, making it more prone to frenzy when confronted with mortality than other creatures.

        

        In a war between apex predators, feeling fear means certain defeat.

        

        Thud thud thud.

        

        Marine continued her barrage of punches, undeterred by the blood splattering her face.

        

        Kueeee...

        

        Tears welled up in the eyes of the once-ruler of Earth.

        

        The Tyranno, now too weak to move, could only shed tears without resistance.

        

        Sensing the end, Marine delivered her final blow.

        

        THUD.

        

        As the eyes of the once-mighty ruler of Earth closed, the tightly sealed wall cracked open.

        

        The rescue team, who had been pounding on the wall to enter the ruins, turned their attention to Marine.

        

        "Your Highness!"

        

        From the Knights' Commander to the Head of the Karde Magic Tower.

        

        Seeing these trustworthy faces, Marine's tension dissolved, and drowsiness overwhelmed her.

        

        "In there... Hendel..."

        

        Using her last bit of strength to point out Hendel's location, Marine was reassured as she watched the clerics rush in, and then lost consciousness.
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        A strange ceiling.

        

        'I survived.'

        

        Looking up at the unfamiliar ceiling, I let out a sigh of relief at the thought that I had somehow managed to survive.

        

        Since it was unlikely that the rescue team arrived before my life's flame went out, it seems that Marine must have conquered the ruins.

        

        I had thought it would be fortunate enough if Marine survived, but to think she even conquered the ruins.

        

        I felt genuinely grateful to Marine.

        

        I tried to raise my body, but my limbs wouldn't cooperate, perhaps because I hadn't fully recovered yet.

        

        At least I could move my neck if I endured the pain.

        

        "Urgh."

        

        Bearing the pain, I moved my neck to check my body parts.

        

        Fortunately, all my body parts appeared normal on the outside.

        

        Next, I decided to check my mana circuit.

        

        Though I expected my mana circuit to be damaged, I tried moving my mana just in case.

        

        Woong.

        

        The mana accumulated in my body remained intact, but unfortunately, the mana wouldn't move as I intended, suggesting my mana circuit was completely broken.

        

        'Sigh.'

        

        While I was certainly glad to be alive, I felt empty after losing the powerful force of mana.

        

        'How long will it take to recover?'

        

        For an adult magician, it takes an average of 10 years to restore a mana circuit.

        

        Even after restoration, it becomes difficult to handle the same output as before.

        

        Since this body is still young, the recovery period would be shorter compared to adult magicians, but it would still take at least 5 years.

        

        "Haah..."

        

        Clatter.

        

        While I was letting out a deep sigh, the door to the hospital room opened.

        

        I forcibly moved my stiff neck muscles to see who had entered.

        

        The people who came in were Marine and the Northern Grand Duke, Marine's father and a Sword Master.

        

        Sweat ran down my back as soon as I saw the Northern Grand Duke.

        

        Although I had survived, his daughter's life had been in danger. The Northern Grand Duke's anger would surely be substantial.

        

        While I was contemplating how to explain myself, the Northern Grand Duke gently took my hand.

        

        "I heard from my daughter. Our tomboy got into trouble and became entangled with the ruins."

        

        "Pardon?"

        

        An unexpected response.

        

        I had naturally assumed he would be furiously angry that his daughter had faced a life-threatening situation. But the Northern Grand Duke maintained a gentle attitude without showing anger.

        

        "I also heard what happened inside the ruins. You handled it well, considering how people can lose their reason when death approaches."

        

        "Th-thank you."

        

        A reaction more friendly than I had imagined.

        

        Thankfully, it seems Marine had spoken well of me to the Northern Grand Duke.

        

        "I heard your mana circuit was damaged. That's truly unfortunate. But you're still young, so you should be able to recover sufficiently."

        

        "Yes..."

        

        "Our family will actively help with your mana circuit recovery if needed. However... unfortunately, Marine must return to our family."

        

        "Ah..."

        

        Well, regardless of who was responsible, the fact remains that Marine's life was threatened.

        

        No matter what the Northern Grand Duke personally thought, from the perspective of the Deforger family, it made sense to recall Marine.

        

        Though I understood it logically, having spent a considerable amount of time together, I couldn't help but feel disappointed.

        

        "We depart tomorrow. I'll leave you two alone, so I hope you can create good memories in the time you have left."

        

        After the Northern Grand Duke left the room, Marine approached me hesitantly.

        

        Fortunately, Marine appeared healthy without any major injuries.

        

        "I'm sorry... I'm sorry... You got hurt because of me, Hendel..."

        

        Marine embraced me, tears flowing.

        

        I gently stroked the head of the crying Marine.

        

        "Come now, My Lady, I'm alive thanks to you. I don't know what happened in the ruins, but I'm truly grateful to you, My Lady."

        

        "Waaahh..."

        

        I silently comforted Marine as she shed tiny teardrops.

      

      
        

        ***

        

        "And then there was a dinosaur behind the wall!"

        

        "Ohhh."

        

        After the tearful moment ended, I asked Marine about what had happened while I was unconscious.

        

        She excitedly boasted about her heroic deeds.

        

        As I listened, Marine's story became quite fascinating.

        

        "So, what happened next?"

        

        "At first, I wrapped mana around a stick and clashed with it once! It was an even match!"

        

        No matter how well she utilized my mana, the idea that an 8-year-old girl could be evenly matched with a dinosaur in terms of strength was hard to believe.

        

        It seemed incredible, but looking at Marine's eyes, she didn't appear to be exaggerating.

        

        "Can you show me the sword aura?"

        

        Marine grinned and raised her index finger.

        

        Whiiing.

        

        Pure white mana surrounded Marine's hand.

        

        "Wow..."

        

        "Hehe, cool, right?"

        

        Excited by my admiration, Marine demonstrated various tricks with her sword aura.

        

        She created balls with the sword aura, and even made flowers.

        

        "You're... truly amazing!"

        

        Having little interest in swordsmanship, I lacked knowledge in that area, but sword aura is ultimately mana.

        

        As someone who knew how difficult it was to handle mana precisely, I couldn't help but be impressed.

        

        "Hmph."

        

        Marine's shoulders rose with pride.

        

        That day.

        

        Marine and I talked about various things throughout the night, creating final memories together.

        

        ***

        

        When day broke, the Northern Grand Duke arrived with my parents.

        

        Gratefully, I heard that my parents had been considerate yesterday, thinking of Marine and me who would soon part ways.

        

        "Oh my, look at our son's face, it's half of what it was."

        

        "Haha, actually, I think he's gained weight from eating well..."

        

        My mother, still retaining her beautiful appearance, burst into tears as soon as she saw my face.

        

        "Thank you for coming back alive. Thank you from the bottom of my heart."

        

        My father, though choked up, held back his tears and embraced me.

        

        "Waaahh."

        

        Marine, whom I had just managed to console yesterday, burst into tears again upon seeing me embraced by my parents.

        

        She threw herself into my arms.

        

        "Sniff... I don't want to go... I want to play with Hendel..."

        

        I stroked Marine's cheek.

        

        "My Lady, you'll come to the Academy later, won't you?"

        

        "Academy?"

        

        "Yes, that Academy where all noble children must attend for three years."

        

        Marine's mouth opened wide in realization.

        

        The Empire's nobles are obligated to receive education at the Academy for three years when they turn 16.

        

        Though it's called mandatory education, it's actually intended to keep provincial nobles in check by essentially holding them hostage.

        

        I skillfully tidied Marine's hair.

        

        "So we'll meet again then. When we've both grown enough."

        

        "Sniff, really?"

        

        "Yes, since it's established by law, we'll have to meet."

        

        "Promise we'll meet again when we're grown up. Pinky swear."

        

        "Of course."

        

        Marine smiled brightly as we hooked fingers and made the promise.

        

        Looking at her, I said playfully:

        

        "My Lady, don't pretend not to know me later when you've grown up to be incredibly beautiful, okay?"

        

      

      
        Marine shook her head vigorously.

        

        "Never. That will never happen."

        

        "Thank you, My Lady."

        

        Marine covered my mouth with her small hand.

        

        "No more 'My Lady.' From now on, call me Marine."

        

        Marine's cheeks flushed with embarrassment at her own words.

        

        It wasn't a big deal, but seeing Marine so embarrassed made me feel shy too.

        

        "Ahem... Marine...?"

        

        After a year of using the title "My Lady," it felt extremely awkward.

        

        Marine beamed with a bright smile, apparently delighted that I called her by name.

        

        "Yes!"

        

        ***

        

        "Waaah! No, no, I want to stay with Hendel!"

        

        "..."

        

        Though Marine and I had prepared for a beautiful farewell, when the moment of parting actually came, Marine activated her skill [Sit Down and Refuse to Move] while crying.

        

        Even the world-renowned Sword Master seemed unfamiliar with this technique, his fingertips fumbling in confusion.

        

        "Marine, you're making this harder for Hendel. Okay?"

        

        "Waaahh!"

        

        "How about we visit the Adger Count's estate together once a year, hmm?"

        

        The Northern Grand Duke, at a loss, began negotiations.

        

        Seeing my father's expression harden beside me, this didn't seem to be something they had agreed upon.

        

        "Sniff, sniff, sniff."

        

        Marine continued to shed tears, paying no attention to the Northern Grand Duke's bait.

        

        "Alright, once every six months!"

        

        "Sniff, for how many days?"

        

        "Um... a week?"

        

        "Waaahh..."

        

        "Marine, truly, anything more would be difficult."

        

        Marine, while still crying, was sneakily glancing at the Northern Grand Duke, calculating how much more she could extract.

        

        'This should be enough.'

        

        I had noticed from her expressions that Marine was acting from the beginning.

        

        But since I also wanted to see Marine frequently, I pretended not to notice her act.

        

        Still, asking for more would be unfair to both my father and the Northern Grand Duke.

        

        So, intending to end it here, I called out to Marine.

        

        "Marine."

        

        "Y-yes!"

        

        The tearful Marine vanished, replaced by a brightly smiling one at my call, leaving the Northern Grand Duke looking somewhat hurt.

        

        "Didn't we pinky swear that although we're parting now, we'll meet again when we've grown?"

        

        "Y-yes, we did."

        

        "I don't like a Marine who doesn't keep her promises..."

        

        Marine was startled by the word "don't like."

        

        "I'm sorry... don't dislike me. I won't throw any more tantrums."

        

        The Northern Grand Duke slightly bowed his head in gratitude.

        

        Never thought I'd receive a gesture of thanks from the Northern Grand Duke.

        

        I looked at Marine gently.

        

        "Shall we say goodbye then?"

        

        Marine still seemed reluctant but greeted me in a small voice.

        

        "Hendel, thank you so much for everything."

        

        "Yes."

        

        "I! I will never forget the memories I made with Hendel!"

        

        Marine jumped into my arms.

        

        "You won't forget either, right?"

        

        I grinned.

        

        "Of course not."
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        [Hendel, I heard you'll be entering the Academy this year. Congratulations on recovering your magic circuit. I'm looking forward to seeing you again. -Marine Deriposer-]

        

        'How cute.'

        

        A letter written in an elegant handwriting.

        

        I gently stroked the letter with a soft smile before standing up.

        

        According to the original plan, I would have entered the Academy as soon as I turned 16 and met Marine again.

        

        Unfortunately, due to delays in my magic circuit recovery, I ended up entering the Academy a year later than Marine.

        

        'Marine has changed a lot too.'

        

        The tomboy young lady Marine had matured rapidly as she grew older.

        

        When we first parted, she sent me letters every day, which was quite troublesome, but as she matured, the frequency of her letters gradually decreased.

        

        Thankfully, she still visited faithfully once every six months, but even that stopped after she entered the Academy.

        

        'Is this what it feels like when a child leaves their parents' embrace?'

        

        I felt proud of Marine for resisting the fate of a villainess and growing into a fine lady, but at the same time, I felt a bit sad.

        

        I carefully tucked away the letter Marine had sent after a long time since entering the Academy, then rose from my chair.

        

        "Kani, let's depart now."

        

        "Yes, young master."

        

        Kani had accumulated enough years of service to rise to the position of head maid, and thankfully, she volunteered to be my exclusive maid for my Academy life.

        

        "I've prepared all the luggage for departure. Young master only needs to take care of yourself."

        

        "Yes, thank you."

        

        Kani had also matured mentally as she entered her mid-twenties.

        

        Though she occasionally showed glimpses of her former mischievous maid self, she seemed to feel considerable responsibility for her position as head maid.

        

        Once, I saw Kani leading the maids under her command, and frustratingly, I found it somewhat sexy.

        

        However, I was concerned that despite being at an age where she should be starting a family, she showed no interest in finding a partner.

        

        "Kani, when we get to the Academy, don't just follow me around. Try to find a man."

        

        Kani's hands paused momentarily.

        

        "...I have no intention of getting married yet..."

        

        The average marriage age for Imperial citizens was 17.

        

        Although commoners often married later, it was reaching a dangerous time for her.

        

        "If you wait much longer, you might end up alone for life."

        

        With the mature allure she exuded as she aged, Kani could easily attract a baron or nobleman if she set her mind to it now.

        

        But if she got any older, even Kani might find it difficult.

        

        "If I can't get married, you'll take responsibility for me, right, young master?"

        

        "Pfft!"

        

        This crazy maid!

        

        Just when I thought she had matured after becoming head maid, her original nature was resurfacing now that she was stepping down from the position.

        

        What was frustrating was that I felt embarrassed by Kani's teasing.

        

        "Ah, your cheeks are turning red."

        

        "Be quiet."

        

        Regardless of my mental age, it was a natural reaction for an adolescent boy's body to be embarrassed by a beautiful woman's teasing.

        

        Yes, it couldn't be helped.

        

        ***

        

        "Depart!"

        

        The carriage began to move at the knight escort's signal.

        

        I stared blankly at the rapidly changing scenery outside the window.

        

        Cicadas were passionately calling out to find mates.

        

        I murmured absently while listening to their cries.

        

        "Even cicadas are looking for mates, but Kani can't find one."

        

        "Eh?"

        

      

      
        Kani, who had immediately sprawled out in the carriage after relinquishing her head maid position, was startled.

        

        I stuck my tongue out at her teasingly, then put on earplugs, ignoring her whining that followed.

        

        When I employed the strategy of ignoring her to the point where conversation was impossible, Kani, lamenting the difference in our status, lay back down.

        

        What an extraordinary maid.

        

        ***

        

        The Imperial Academy begins its first semester in September.

        

        Since it takes about two weeks to travel from the estate to the capital, our party departed in the first week of August, allowing plenty of time.

        

        "Ugh... it's so hot..."

        

        Even riding in a carriage, being under the midsummer sun was torturous.

        

        'I should have invested more resources in developing air conditioning...'

        

        Over the past several years, I had collaborated with the Karde Magic Tower to introduce numerous inventions to this world, improving the quality of life for Imperial citizens.

        

        However, developing air conditioning proved impossible.

        

        We developed many magical devices similar to air conditioners, but creating actual air conditioning was too difficult.

        

        We tried to forcibly recreate it using magic, but the cost-effectiveness was so poor that we scrapped it.

        

        "Kani... let's turn on the cooling fan."

        

        "Yes!"

        

        The most successful cooling device we developed was a fan that blew cool air using water or ice.

        

        This cooling fan was so expensive that commoners could hardly dream of owning one since it required magical batteries, but it was explosively popular among wealthy nobles.

        

        Whirr.

        

        When the power button was pressed, the magic stored in the battery activated the pump.

        

        Shhhhh.

        

        Despite magicians' efforts to reduce noise, there was still some sound since it operated on magical power.

        

        "Now I can breathe."

        

        Despite the noise, the effect was good.

        

        The sauna-like carriage interior became cool enough to breathe comfortably.

        

        "Move away."

        

        "Young master, you're mean..."

        

        I pushed away the impudent maid who dared to stick her face in front of the cool breeze, leaving her master behind.

        

        When pushed away from the breeze, Kani pouted, showing her displeasure.

        

        I sighed and patted the seat beside me.

        

        "Don't hog all the cool air. Come sit here and share it."

        

        "Yes!"

        

        Kani promptly sat down beside me like an obedient puppy.

        

        She emitted a sweet fragrance, as if she had sprayed perfume.

        

        Cherry? Blueberry?

        

        Even though I had smelled various scents while involved in the Magic Tower's developments, this scent was puzzling.

        

        "Kani, did you spray some perfume?"

        

        "Huh? Do I smell?"

        

        "Yes."

        

        "I didn't spray anything..."

        

        She didn't spray anything...

        

        It seems I was smelling Kani's natural scent and finding it sweet.

        

        "Sniff, sniff. I don't smell anything particular..."

        

        Kani buried her face in her chest to check the smell.

        

        I was horrified by her action.

        

        "Hey, you crazy maid. Who smells their chest?"

        

        "But since there's the most flesh here, this is where I sweat the most. When checking for sweat smell, it's best to smell the chest!"

        

        "..."

        

      

      
        While my adolescent body was involuntarily conscious of Kani, she didn't seem to be conscious of me as a man.

        

        I guessed that Kani's view of me was similar to how I viewed Marine.

        

        It's hard to say Kani raised me, but she did take care of me since I was young.

        

        If she were conscious of me as a man, she wouldn't act so indecently.

        

        Without thinking, I slapped Kani's plump thigh like I used to when I was younger.

        

        "Eep!"

        

        "..."

        

        What's this...

        

        Normally, Kani would whine and I would humor her, but contrary to expectations, Kani was blushing and avoiding my gaze.

        

        'The atmosphere feels strange.'

        

        "I'll, uh, go get some fresh air for a moment."

        

        "Ah... okay..."

        

        Unable to bear the awkward atmosphere, I fled from the carriage.

        

        The cicadas' chorus and blazing sunlight hit me as soon as I exited.

        

        'Oh, this is bad.'

        

        The air was so hot it was hard to breathe.

        

        I deeply regretted leaving the cool carriage.

        

        'I should just go back.'

        

        It might damage my pride to return immediately after saying I was going for fresh air, but my health was more important than my pride.

        

        "Eek!"

        

        When I flung the door open, Kani, who had been fidgeting, was startled.

        

        I scratched my head awkwardly and made an excuse.

        

        "It's too hot outside, so I came back."

        

        "Ah... yes..."

        

        Kani's face had returned to its normal color, but she still avoided my gaze.

        

        I suppose even if Kani wasn't conscious of me, touching her thigh would naturally make her uncomfortable.

        

        After all, Kani was a grown adult now, and I lacked consideration.

        

        I patted Kani's back.

        

        "Hick!"

        

        "..."

        

        To become this sensitive just from touching her thigh once.

        

        It was a bit disconcerting.

        

        "I'm sorry. You're a grown adult now, and I was inconsiderate."

        

        "Uh... uh..."

        

        "I touched you without thinking because I was reminded of the past, but I'll be more careful from now on."

        

        "No... no!"

        

        "Hm?"

        

        Kani fidgeted and made a shy expression.

        

        "I... I like it, so please continue to hit me in the future."

        

        "..."

        

        'What? Did I mishear?'

        

        Never in my life had I doubted my hearing, but what Kani just said made me question it.

        

        "What... what did you say?"

        

        "I... I like it, so if you want to, young master, please continue to hit..."

        

        "Hey, you crazy maid!"

        

        I never realized until now, but our maid apparently had quite perverted tastes.

        

        This must be because she's past marriageable age but still unmarried.

        

        I made a firm resolution to find Kani a partner once we reached the Academy.
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        There were a few minor incidents, but the journey afterward was uneventful.

        

        The sensible bandits didn't dare attack after seeing the intimidating escort knights in the hot weather.

        

        The not-so-sensible bandits lost their heads to the knights' blades.

        

        At first, I was tense about bandit attacks, but lately I'd stopped worrying, trusting in the knights.

        

        "Zzzz..."

        

        This maid of mine was peacefully taking a nap without a care in the world.

        

        "Hey, you lot! Do you know whose procession you're blocking?"

        

        As we approached the Academy, bandits appeared right on cue.

        

        Recalling how badly I'd been beaten in the cave, I didn't let my guard down like Kani, but I wasn't particularly worried either as I listened to the commotion outside.

        

        "Ha, who are you people anyway?"

        

        The phlegmy voice made me picture the speaker's face without even seeing it.

        

        'Just common rabble.'

        

        In a world governed by clichés, I figured we were due for some danger, but I doubted we'd lose to such insignificant bandits.

        

        "Hey, move over."

        

        I pushed away Kani, who had rolled over in her sleep and invaded my space.

        

        At that moment.

        

        BOOM!

        

        An explosion sounded—something that shouldn't happen in a skirmish with mere bandits.

        

        "Oh my, shit."

        

        The curse I'd been consciously suppressing slipped out at the thunderous noise.

        

        "Eek!"

        

        Kani jolted awake with drool running down her chin.

        

        "Shh."

        

        I covered Kani's mouth and pressed my ear to the door.

        

        CLANG! CLANG!

        

        BOOM! BOOM!

        

        The sounds of clashing weapons and explosions assaulted my ears.

        

        I gulped.

        

        "Kani, stay right here."

        

        "What? What about you, Young Master?"

        

        "I'm a mage, so I should help."

        

        There was no way the Edger family knights would be pushed back by mere bandits.

        

        If the bandit group was holding its own against the knights, it must be because of the mage creating those explosions.

        

        It's basic combat protocol for a mage to face another mage.

        

        Though I was still a novice, if I could just maintain minimal balance, the knights would overwhelm the bandits.

        

        Click.

        

        All eyes turned to me as I opened the door.

        

        "Young Master! Please return to the carriage immediately!"

        

        "I'm a mage too, you know!"

        

        Looking around the battlefield, I was relieved to see that none of the knights had fallen, while several bandit corpses lay on the ground.

        

        On the bandits' side stood someone in a deeply hooded robe concealing their face—likely the enemy mage.

        

        "Magic Missile."

        

        "Eek."

        

        The enemy mage fired a Magic Missile without giving me time to survey the battlefield.

        

        Though I lacked talent in swordsmanship, my diligent training paid off as I narrowly dodged the spell.

        

        Adrenaline surged through me—this was my first life-or-death magical duel.

        

        Feeling lighter than usual, I cast my spell.

        

        "Fireball."

        

        The most basic spell in a mage's arsenal.

        

        As a simple formula, a Fireball's power depends purely on the quantity and quality of mana rather than theory or technique.

        

        Though I lacked experience and finesse as a mage, this spell was perfect for me with my overwhelming mana reserves.

      

      
        

        WHOOSH.

        

        A Fireball so large it was hard to believe it was just a 1st Circle spell.

        

        "AAAAH!"

        

        The bandits, used to receiving magical support rather than being attacked, scattered in panic even though the spell wasn't aimed at them.

        

        "Why are you running away?!"

        

        The mage, who had easily avoided the Fireball's range with an invisibility spell, stammered in confusion.

        

        The bandits ignored the mage's words as they fled, suggesting they didn't have much trust in their magical ally.

        

        Rather than chasing the bandits, the knights formed a formation to surround the mage.

        

        I reactivated my mana circuits, preparing to cast another spell.

        

        "Damn useless bastards."

        

        The mage who had worn a robe to conceal their identity revealed their voice—surprisingly, a delicate female voice.

        

        'Must be an important character.'

        

        This world was from a male-oriented novel.

        

        In such novels, if a villain is male, they're usually insignificant; if female, they're important.

        

        Glimpsing under the robe, the mage appeared to be quite beautiful. A beautiful female villain?

        

        That practically confirmed her as one of the most important characters in the world.

        

        'A princess of a fallen kingdom? The leader of a secret organization? A noble lady plotting treason?'

        

        Various possibilities about her identity crossed my mind.

        

        "Attack!"

        

        True to their elite status, the count's knights swung their swords in perfect unison.

        

        A coordinated attack that seemed impossible to dodge, even for a knight commander.

        

        "Got her!"

        

        'Ah...'

        

        Just as the blades were about to graze the mage's neck.

        

        Some idiot knight raised a death flag, and the mage displayed seemingly impossible movements, barely avoiding the sword tips.

        

        'Whoever that was, they're dead.'

        

        "Wind Cutter!"

        

        As soon as the knights' coordinated attack failed, I drew upon my pre-charged mana and fired my spell.

        

        A blade of wind rushed forward with a sharp cutting sound.

        

        The momentarily stunned mage exposed her wrist.

        

        "Shield."

        

        A golden bracelet on the mage's wrist emitted light, and a 3rd Circle Shield spell immediately surrounded her.

        

        CLANG!

        

        Though my spell was powerful for a 1st Circle magic, it couldn't penetrate a 3rd Circle spell.

        

        The magic only created a small crack in the shield before dissipating.

        

        "Charge!"

        

        Like excellent knights, they immediately attacked as my spell failed.

        

        "Hmph, I must retreat for now."

        

        The mage uttered the classic line promising a future encounter.

        

        With a flourish of her robe, she pulled out a magic scroll.

        

        "That's a teleportation scroll!"

        

        The vice-captain recognized the item in the mage's hand with alarm.

        

        A teleportation scroll that could transport the user to a designated location just by tearing it.

        

        Essentially an extra life, these scrolls were in high demand among the imperial family and high nobles, with a single scroll costing as much as an entire castle.

        

        No high noble would give such a scroll to a mere 1st Circle mage, so it likely came from her own family.

        

        Why a young lady from such a prestigious family would be involved in banditry remained a mystery.

        

        FLASH.

        

        Before the knights' blades could reach her, the scroll was torn, and the mage disappeared in a bright light.

        

        "Damn it."

        

        The knights were frustrated at losing the mage right before their eyes.

        

        I patted the shoulder of one particularly upset knight.

        

      

      
        "It's okay to miss her. The most important thing is our safety, right?"

        

        "Understood..."

        

        After consoling the knight, the vice-captain approached with a serious expression.

        

        "Young Master, judging by the use of a teleportation scroll, that mage must be from a high noble family."

        

        "I thought so too."

        

        "We should hurry in case they attempt retaliation. Would that be acceptable?"

        

        "Yes, it's for our safety."

        

        Even near the capital, the roads in this world were generally unpaved.

        

        Speeding up in a carriage would cause significant motion sickness and discomfort.

        

        To minimize this, our group had been moving slowly and taking frequent breaks.

        

        But with the possibility of pursuit, we could no longer afford such luxury.

        

        "Understood. I'll give the order to depart immediately."

        

        "Thank you."

        

        "Yes, sir!"

        

        The vice-captain hurried off, slapping the resting knights on their backsides.

        

        "Hey, you lot! Prepare to move out!"

        

        "What? We just finished fighting!"

        

        "What if that mage brings back more bandits? We need to get as far away as possible."

        

        "Well... alright..."

        

        The vice-captain skillfully urged the knights into action.

        

        I left the rest to him and returned to the carriage.

        

        "Hic... bandits are scary..."

        

        This pathetic maid, instead of welcoming her master back from a life-threatening battle, was curled up under a blanket, trembling.

        

        She apparently didn't even know the fight was over.

        

        I approached to inform her that we'd defeated the bandits.

        

        "Sob... if I'm captured by bandits, they'll sell me as a virgin for a high price to some dirty pig nobleman..."

        

        Just as I was about to touch her shoulder, Kani suddenly started spinning a tale.

        

        "..."

        

        Curious to see how far she'd go, I decided not to interrupt and just watched.

        

        "Poor Kani, sold to a pig nobleman after losing all hope. The pig nobleman would drool disgustingly at the thought of making beautiful Kani his wife."

        

        'Look at the level of this delusion.'

        

        "Kani, with dead eyes, having lost all dreams and hope. Caged behind iron bars and being dragged away helplessly, when suddenly the Young Master, thought to be dead, blocks their path."

        

        Wait, why am I in this story?

        

        "The Young Master would have an eye patch over his left eye, having been gravely wounded in the fierce battle with the bandits."

        

        She just turned a perfectly healthy person into a one-eyed man in an instant.

        

        "Gripping a bastard sword tightly, the Young Master charges bravely!"

        

        She's really getting into it.

        

        And I'm a mage, you idiot.

        

        "The Young Master engages in fierce combat with the pig nobleman's knight. After an intense battle, he defeats the knight and points his blade at the pig nobleman."

        

        It seems Kani's true calling is as a novelist, not a maid.

        

        "Hand over my woman, Count!"

        

        Kani started acting out her fantasy.

        

        "Hmph, I will never surrender this woman!"

        

        She even performed a decent impression of a pig nobleman.

        

        "Then die!"

        

        I kicked Kani's backside.

        

        "You die."

        

        "EEEEK?! Young Master?"

        

        "Yes, it's the Young Master who lost his left eye in fierce battle with bandits."

        

        "Hahaha..."

        

        Cold sweat trickled down Kani's forehead as her eyes rolled wildly.

        

        It seemed like it was time to discipline this troublemaking maid.
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        "I'm telling you, the Third Princess..."

        

        "Seems there's a civil war in the neighboring country."

        

        "There's a widespread rumor that the Second Prince and the next Blue Tower Master have fallen for commoners."

        

        "Nonsense, how could that be possible?"

        

        At the First Gate of Arpen, the capital of the Arnel Empire.

        

        The gate was packed with people from all over the country trying to enter the capital.

        

        I could have pushed my way through using my noble status, but I didn't want to draw that kind of attention, so I decided to wait patiently.

        

        "Young master? According to imperial law, those with noble titles have priority passage. You can just go through, and no one would dare complain."

        

        "No thanks."

        

        The gate guard captain kept coming over, anxious about making a count's son wait, urging me to use my priority rights, but I firmly refused.

        

        Cutting in line by flaunting noble authority only to get taught a lesson by the cool protagonist is a time-honored cliché.

        

        Having already suffered once, I didn't want to repeat that mistake.

        

        'Besides, the merchants' gossip is quite useful.'

        

        The captain nodded weakly with a gloomy expression.

        

        "I understand. I'll inform my guards, so please let us know if you need anything."

        

        "Alright."

        

        After the captain left, Kani, who was standing with her hands raised as punishment, spoke up.

        

        "Can't we just use our rights?"

        

        Kani was whining, probably thinking I'd end her punishment once we entered the capital.

        

        I smirked at her.

        

        "You'll keep your hands up even after we enter the capital."

        

        "Hiing, my arms really hurt!"

        

        "Of course they hurt. That's the point of punishment."

        

        "Hmph, mean young master. You'll be punished later!"

        

        "Is that how you speak to your master?"

        

        A maid scolding her master—the world seems to be turning upside down.

        

        These are truly the end times.

        

        ***

        

        After spending about two days sleeping and eating in the carriage, it was finally our turn.

        

        The guard captain appeared with perfect timing as our turn approached, greeting us with a bright smile.

        

        "Kani."

        

        "Yes, young master?"

        

        "We haven't caused any trouble, have we?"

        

        "We've been extremely quiet."

        

        "Then why is the guard captain so happy to see us leave?"

        

        Kani looked at me with an expression that suggested I was clueless.

        

        "Obviously because of the bribes, don't you think?"

        

        "What?"

        

        "It's well-known that merchants who slip bribes get to enter earlier."

        

        "Right."

        

        "But would he dare let merchants enter before a count's noble son who's waiting in line?"

        

        "Ah."

        

        It seems I had unintentionally interfered with the guard captain's side business.

        

        Not that I felt particularly sorry about it.

        

        The guard captain approached our carriage with a beaming smile, accompanied by two of his soldiers.

        

        "Young master, you've endured so much. Let's get you in right away."

        

        "Yes, thank you for your consideration all this time. Vice-captain!"

        

        "Yes, young master."

        

        "Let's go."

        

        "Yes."

      

      
        

        I instructed the vice-captain to depart, feeling somewhat disgruntled after learning about the guard captain's shady dealings.

        

        The guard captain kept bowing repeatedly toward our moving carriage, wearing a happy smile.

        

        According to the law of karma, someone who constantly takes bribes will eventually face consequences.

        

        'Well, that's his problem.'

        

        I decided to stop worrying about the guard captain and enjoy the splendid streets of the capital that were unfolding before me.

        

        Unlike our territory, which was filled with only single-story buildings, the capital had many multi-story structures.

        

        "Ooooh!"

        

        Kani's eyes sparkled as she kept looking around at the unfamiliar capital scenery.

        

        Having learned that Kani actually enjoyed being hit, I stopped hitting her and instead poked her back.

        

        "Gek!"

        

        Kani let out a strange cry, apparently sensitive in her back.

        

        "Stop acting like a country bumpkin."

        

        Several passersby were chuckling at the sight of Kani with her sparkling eyes.

        

        It was embarrassing.

        

        "But... we are country bumpkins..."

        

        "..."

        

        The Edgar territory was indeed the empire's largest granary region, surrounded by nothing but fields and paddies.

        

        I had no rebuttal this time, so I kept my mouth shut.

        

        "Wow, young master, they're selling cola over there!"

        

        Oh!

        

        I was slightly annoyed at not being able to counter the "country bumpkin" remark, but at the mention of cola, I stuck my head out of the carriage.

        

        "Cola~ New refreshing cola with added lemon flavor from the Karde Tower! Only 30 silver!"

        

        A merchant was waving bottles of cola with the Karde Tower's emblem prominently displayed.

        

        "What? A new flavor?"

        

        "Perfect timing, I was starting to get tired of the old one."

        

        Crowds gathered like clouds around the merchant.

        

        Despite gradually increasing the supply over the years and lowering the price considerably, cola was still expensive for ordinary citizens of the empire, yet it seemed to have successfully established itself in the capital.

        

        Kani gaped at the gathering crowd.

        

        "Wow, young master, I can hear the sound of you getting rich from here."

        

        I pressed her nose firmly.

        

        "Bong."

        

        "I'm already rich."

        

        "Ah..."

        

        The Edgar County family was wealthy to begin with, as any crop they planted yielded abundant harvests, but with my royalty income added, they had become undisputedly one of the continent's wealthiest families.

        

        The rumors of our wealth had spread, resulting in an overwhelming number of marriage proposals.

        

        As I ran my hand through my hair, boasting about my wealth, Kani looked at me with narrowed eyes.

        

        "Then why is my salary still the same?"

        

        "..."

        

        Sorry, I'll raise it.

        

        ***

        

        Arnel Noble District.

        

        "Wooooow."

        

        Kani's mouth stretched wide in amazement as we arrived at the mansion where we would stay temporarily while attending the academy.

        

        The Karde Tower's capital branch director, who had agreed to provide the residence during my academy attendance, smiled proudly at Kani's exaggerated reaction.

        

        "Haha, this is a mansion our tower purchased with great consideration. It used to belong to the extinct Fredic Ducal family."

        

        "Wow, a ducal residence! Young master, we've really made it big!"

        

        "To be precise, I've made it big, not you."

        

        "How cold."

        

        Ignoring Kani, I asked the branch director with a serious expression.

        

        "Are there any bad rumors about this mansion? For example, that it's haunted?"

        

      

      
        In this other world where black mages openly existed, ghosts naturally existed too.

        

        Even ordinary homes occasionally had ghost sightings reported in local newspapers, let alone a mansion belonging to an extinct ducal family.

        

        It seemed more likely than not that the place would be haunted.

        

        Understanding my concern, the branch director showed me a document bearing the church's official seal.

        

        "Hahaha, the seller requested a safety certification from the church. It's truly a problem-free property!"

        

        Priests were the archetypal natural enemies of ghosts.

        

        With the church's guarantee, it was certainly trustworthy.

        

        Only then did I set aside my worries and extended my hand to the branch director.

        

        "I gratefully accept the Karde Tower's kindness."

        

        The branch director, much older than me, bowed his head respectfully as he took my hand.

        

        "Haha, considering how much money you've earned for our tower, this is the least we can do."

        

        I'd been taught not to casually accept favors, but the tower and I were financial partners bound by fate.

        

        This much should be acceptable without issues.

        

        "Well then, I'll go inside."

        

        "Yes, have a good day!"

        

        Leaving behind the branch director who was bowing at a 90-degree angle, I entered the mansion.

        

        "Change the oil there, and put curtains on those windows."

        

        "Yes!"

        

        Inside the mansion, the mischievous Kani who had rushed ahead to claim the best room was gone, replaced by Kani in head maid mode, skillfully directing the knights.

        

        'She really does a good job when she wants to.'

        

        I approached to praise Kani for her hard work.

        

        "Oh, young master, you're here?"

        

        "Yes, good job..."

        

        "I've claimed the largest room in the mansion, so don't come in!"

        

        "..."

        

        "Oh, but if you really want to sleep with cute little me, I might let you in at night!"

        

        As soon as she saw my face, her efficient head maid mode switched off and mischievous mode turned on.

        

        A vein popped on my forehead, and I found myself gritting my teeth.

        

        I don't know why Kani's smirk irritates me so much.

        

        This maid has an overwhelming talent for making others angry.

        

        Seeing the knights diligently going about their business regardless of what Kani and I were doing, I decided Kani was now expendable.

        

        I grabbed Kani's ear and headed toward a room.

        

        "Fine, let's go to your room. You're dead today."

        

        "Eek, I was just joking!"

        

        Sensing that I wouldn't let it slide this time, Kani struggled.

        

        Despite my frail body, I was still strong enough to drag one delicate maid.

        

        I found the largest room in the mansion and threw Kani onto the bed.

        

        "Kyaaak."

        

        She let out a cute scream.

        

        Her cheeks turned red, afraid of the punishment to come.

        

        Just as I raised my hand of justice...

        

        "Ahem."

        

        A strange voice came from the ceiling.

        

        I froze with my hand raised, and Kani's face turned pale.

        

        "G-ghost?"

        

        "Yes, I'm a ghost, you little brats."

        

        A ghost appeared just moments after seeing the certificate guaranteeing there were none.

        

        It seems this mansion was a problematic property after all.

        

        The church must have issued a false certification for money.

        

        'These scoundrels, after all the donations I've made.'

        

        I'm never donating a single coin to the church again for the rest of my life.
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        In truth, there was no real need to fear ghosts.

        

        In this world, the existence of ghosts was officially recognized, and consequently, much information about them was widely known.

        

        According to a book I had read before, most ghosts cannot physically intervene in this world.

        

        Occasionally, when an extremely powerful ghost appears, it might be able to intervene, but even then, it cannot do so for extended periods.

        

        In other words, no matter what a ghost mutters, one could simply ignore it and call the church to perform an exorcism.

        

        "Let's get out of here."

        

        I grabbed Kani's hand and stood up.

        

        "Huh... hey, where are you going?"

        

        The ghost seemed surprised, perhaps not expecting to be ignored.

        

        "Treasure! I know where treasure is hidden! Just listen to me for a moment."

        

        As we ignored the ghost's words, it desperately attempted to persuade us.

        

        I'm not a fool to believe that.

        

        Undeterred by the ghost's persuasion, I opened the door.

        

        "Ha, these brats won't listen to reason?"

        

        SLAM!

        

        "..."

        

        The door slammed shut as the ghost irritably waved its hand.

        

        Click, click.

        

        I tried turning the doorknob just in case, but as expected, it wouldn't budge.

        

        I gulped.

        

        A ghost that could exert physical force.

        

        This was a formidable opponent that couldn't be exorcised without a high-ranking priest of at least archbishop level.

        

        As I was now, this was an opponent I couldn't defeat even if I died and came back to life.

        

        I forced an awkward smile and rubbed my hands together.

        

        "Haha... Mr. Ghost? Is there something you want from me?"

        

        There are moments in life when one must know when to surrender quickly.

        

        For me, that moment seemed to have arrived.

        

        I abandoned my plan to flee swiftly and opted for negotiation instead.

        

        "Mr. Ghost? I have quite a bit of money, you know. How about money?"

        

        "You fool, why would a ghost need money?"

        

        "Then what do you want..."

        

        The ghost teleported around, examining my body from head to toe.

        

        "You. You're a mage, aren't you?"

        

        "I'm just a beginner who can only use 1st circle magic, but yes, I am a mage."

        

        "Hmm..."

        

        The ghost stroked its beard, deep in thought.

        

        'What on earth is it going to demand?'

        

        I felt uncomfortable with it examining my body.

        

        If it demanded my body, I'd have to scream immediately.

        

        "You, become my disciple."

        

        "What?"

        

        ***

        

        The ghost, who claimed to be the 27th head of the Predic Ducal family, asserted that he was an 8th circle mage.

        

        "There's no such record in the history books."

        

        "Of course not. Would they keep intact the records of an exterminated ducal family?"

        

        I looked at the ghost with suspicious eyes.

        

        Judging by its ability to exert physical force, it must have been quite powerful in life, but I found it hard to believe the claim of being an 8th circle mage.

        

        "Only seven people in history have achieved the 8th circle."

        

        "Ahem, I am one of those magnificent mages who reached that great height."

      

      
        

        If he had claimed to be a 6th circle mage, I might have believed him, but this ghost was spouting lies that even an elementary student at the Academy wouldn't believe.

        

        "Then why would such a great 8th circle archmage want me as a disciple?"

        

        The ghost scratched the back of his head, seemingly embarrassed.

        

        "I don't want my magic to end here."

        

        It's natural for a mage to want their research and magic to continue uninterrupted.

        

        After all, a mage's research and magic contain the essence of their life.

        

        It was well-known that the more accomplished a high-ranking mage was, the stronger their desire to take on disciples to ensure the continuation of their magic and research.

        

        "If you were an 8th circle archmage, didn't you have any disciples?"

        

        "They all died because of their association with me."

        

        "..."

        

        When he said they all died, I was left speechless.

        

        "Let's say it's true that you were an 8th circle archmage and all your disciples died."

        

        "It's not 'let's say'—it's the truth!"

        

        "Yes, yes. Anyway, let's say I learn your magic. If someone recognizes it when I use it, won't I end up like your disciples—dead?"

        

        The ghost shook his head.

        

        "It's magic from 500 years ago, so no one knows it anymore. There's absolutely no chance of being discovered."

        

        "..."

        

        Indeed, if 500 years had passed, no one would recognize it.

        

        Still, after about 500 years, one would think he'd have given up and found peace, but his determination to pass on his magic was remarkable.

        

        "I'm really not asking for anything in return, okay? You just need to learn my magic. It's not a losing deal for you at all!"

        

        "Hmm..."

        

        When I didn't readily agree, the ghost's voice rose, seemingly frustrated.

        

        'If I resist any further, it might become dangerous.'

        

        Though I had been quite defiant, I hadn't forgotten that I was in an overwhelmingly disadvantageous position.

        

        I could compromise to some extent, but outright refusal was impossible in the current situation.

        

        "Mmm."

        

        Moreover, I wasn't alone; I also had to protect Kani, who had fainted at the ghost's appearance.

        

        "Alright, I'll be your disciple."

        

        "Oh! A wise choice."

        

        The ghost grinned from ear to ear.

        

        Whoosh, whoosh.

        

        After teleporting around with flashes of light, he handed me several books.

        

        [Basics of Word Magic -Anthony Frederick-]

        [The Power of Words -Anthony Frederick-]

        [Practical Applications of Word Magic -Anthony Frederick-]

        

        The books the ghost handed over had yellowed pages and emitted a musty smell, showing signs of age.

        

        Seeing my expression sour at the sight of the old books, the ghost jumped up and down.

        

        "I've taken good care of them! Do you know how formidable the power of 500 years is?"

        

        "Well, considering the 500 years, they are indeed well-preserved."

        

        "Hahaha, right? These are books I've cherished and protected!"

        

        "But."

        

        "Yes?"

        

        "You were subjected to record erasure, weren't you?"

        

        "That's right."

        

        "Then, aren't these books forbidden?"

        

        "That's... right...?"

        

        According to imperial law, merely possessing forbidden books could lead to the extermination of three generations of one's family.

        

        "Fireball."

        

        Without hesitation, I summoned a ball of flame.

        

        Though they seemed like valuable books, I didn't want three generations of my family to be exterminated.

        

      

      
        "Wait!"

        

        The ghost threw himself forward, shielding the books.

        

        He must have known that in his ethereal state, he couldn't block the fireball.

        

        "Hup!"

        

        I pretended to keep throwing fireballs, waiting for the ghost to let his guard down.

        

        As I only pretended to throw, the ghost became increasingly complacent.

        

        I didn't miss the timing and launched a fireball.

        

        Not expecting me to actually throw a fireball, the startled ghost hurriedly cast a spell.

        

        "Camellia's Veil."

        

        Camellia trees instantly sprouted from the ground, surrounding the mage.

        

        BOOM!

        

        Camellias have long been known as fire-resistant trees.

        

        True to their nature, the fireball couldn't penetrate the camellia trees.

        

        I was dumbfounded by the trees that had suddenly emerged from the ground.

        

        I had seen various elemental magics like water, fire, ice, electricity, and light, but never magic that summoned trees.

        

        Though the mage hadn't broken a sweat, he wiped his forehead and straightened his shoulders.

        

        His form crackled, perhaps due to the strain of using magic in his ghostly state.

        

        "Creating one's own school of magic is only possible for those who have reached the level of archmage. Have you ever seen magic that utilizes flowers and trees in your life?"

        

        "No, I haven't..."

        

        "Well? Do you now believe that I am an archmage?"

        

        Having already tested the mage's patience several times, I bowed deeply with exaggerated respect to appease him.

        

        "This junior mage failed to recognize the great archmage. I apologize!"

        

        "Hmm."

        

        "Even a novice mage like me can recognize your greatness by seeing the trees you summoned. Please, teach me!"

        

        "Haha, that's right, my disciple. You've finally opened your eyes."

        

        Despite all this commotion, Kani remained sound asleep.

        

        I thought it was fortunate that Kani was still sleeping.

        

        ***

        

        On the top floor of the women's dormitory at the Imperial Academy's Knight Department.

        

        Marinette, the Northern Grand Duke's only beloved daughter, a future Sword Master, and one of the Empire's three beauties, was anxiously biting her nails, her legs trembling.

        

        The maids, sensing Marinette's discomfort, desperately tried not to draw attention to themselves.

        

        "Why! Won't! He! Come! To! See! Me!"

        

        Marinette crushed the macaron in her hand in frustration.

        

        Always keeping tabs on Hendel's movements, Marinette had already heard that he had arrived in the capital.

        

        She had expected him to seek her out first upon arriving in the capital and had even dressed up for the occasion.

        

        However, according to reports, Hendel had been in his residence for five hours now without any movement.

        

        'This won't do. I'll have to go to him.'

        

        Her original plan was to greet Hendel, who would come to see her, with elegance and gentleness, showcasing her maturity, but she couldn't wait any longer.

        

        She had been living on the energy derived from meeting Hendel once every six months, but due to the Academy, she hadn't seen him for the past year and was experiencing withdrawal symptoms.

        

        For Marinette, waiting for five hours was already a display of tremendous patience.

        

        The curfew for the women's dormitory was 10 PM.

        

        It was just past 8 PM now, and if she went to see Hendel, there was a high chance she wouldn't be able to adhere to the curfew. But the dormitory supervisor wouldn't dare reprimand her, the lady of the Deriposer family.

        

        The supervisor might lock the dormitory doors after curfew, but that would give her a reason to stay at Hendel's residence, which would be even better.

        

        'Alright, let's go.'

        

        Marinette rose from her seat with vigor.

        

        "I'm going to Hendel's residence, so don't look for me."

        

        "Yes... understood."

        

        Though the maids, employed by the Academy, had the responsibility to prevent Marinette's escapades, they had witnessed what she was capable of when angered and could only bow their heads without stopping her.

        

        The maids watched Marinette's retreating figure, praying that she would return before curfew.
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        # Chapter 18

        

        "No, I told you to think about tree roots!"

        

        "I am thinking about them."

        

        "Looking at your mana circuit, you're clearly not!"

        

        "..."

        

        The ghost tapped his chest in frustration.

        

        I thought I had talent for handling mana, but I couldn't understand the mana manipulation method that the ghost archmage was demanding.

        

        What exactly was I supposed to do by imagining tree roots?

        

        "Don't just try to solve it by stupidly increasing the output!"

        

        "..."

        

        My pride was hurt by the ghost's criticism, especially since I had thought I had talent for magic.

        

        'Alright, think about roots, right?'

        

        I closed my eyes and imagined thick tree roots.

        

        The thick, solid roots of a pine tree that had firmly gripped the earth for thousands of years.

        

        Woooong.

        

        Moving my mana while thinking about tree roots rather than the typical imagined form of mana definitely felt different from how I usually operated mana.

        

        "Oh, that's it."

        

        The mana squirmed like a stirring life form.

        

        I frowned as I calmed the mana and fixed it into the shape of tree roots.

        

        "Urgh."

        

        Blood trickled from my mouth as I suppressed the resistance of the mana that didn't want to be fixed in shape but wanted to move freely.

        

        There's no way changing the form of mana alone would cause such a severe backlash.

        

        It seems the aftereffects of my previously damaged mana circuit were also having an impact.

        

        Squirm, squirm.

        

        The mana pulsed like a heart.

        

        It was still struggling to break free from my control, but I could feel its resistance gradually weakening.

        

        "Yes, just hold on a little longer!"

        

        The ghost archmage clapped and cheered beside me, confirming I was heading in the right direction.

        

        Brrrr.

        

        As soon as the ghost's applause ended, the mana began to boil.

        

        'This is its final struggle.'

        

        I thought this was the last resistance of my mana trying to be fixed in the tree root form, and I gritted my teeth, focusing on controlling it.

        

        I tasted bitter blood in my mouth.

        

        "Just a bit more effort! Don't worry about your existing mana circuit, just focus on changing the mana's form!"

        

        "Aaaagh."

        

        Blood vessels burst throughout my body.

        

        And finally...

        

        "I... succeeded."

        

        I managed to gather the mana flowing through my body and fix it in the form of massive tree roots.

        

        "Wow, changing your mana form in just one day? You're amazing!"

        

        "Ugh..."

        

        Perhaps due to the blood loss, there was a ringing in my ears, and I couldn't hear what the ghost archmage was saying.

        

        "Hendel!"

        

        Was I seeing hallucinations now?

        

        I could see Marine, who should have been at the academy, running toward me.

        

        "Urk..."

        

        With an utterly ungraceful death rattle, I lost consciousness.

      

      
        

        ***

        

        "Why does Hendel keep collapsing!"

        

        Marine, who had burst through the door intending to surprise Hendel after silencing the knights, was greeted by the sight of Hendel bleeding with burst blood vessels all over his body.

        

        What was meant to be a surprise turned into a nightmare as Marine, tears and snot streaming down her face, hoisted Hendel onto her back.

        

        Though not physically strong, Hendel had grown considerably over the past few years and was now bigger than Marine. But for Marine, a candidate for the next Sword Master, Hendel was as light as a feather.

        

        "Ugh... Young Master?"

        

        Kani, who had just woken up and was feeling dizzy, was shocked to see Hendel covered in blood.

        

        Recognizing Kani's face, Marine shouted at the stunned maid.

        

        "Quickly, call a priest and a doctor!"

        

        "Ah, y-yes!"

        

        Kani rushed downstairs, not even realizing her shoes had come off.

        

        Knowing Kani was reliable with tasks, Marine trusted her and laid Hendel on the ground.

        

        "Cough."

        

        Hendel coughed up blood even while unconscious.

        

        Marine first lifted Hendel's legs to direct blood flow to his head.

        

        Riiip.

        

        Then she tore the skirt of her beautifully dressed gown and tightly bound his external bleeding sites.

        

        Due to the nature of their department, Knight Department students received professional training in first aid, as injuries were common.

        

        Marine was glad she had paid attention in class as she boldly removed her top, except for her underwear, and wrapped it around Hendel.

        

        Having done all the first aid she could, Marine closed her eyes and prayed that Kani would quickly bring help.

        

        ***

        

        "Ugh..."

        

        An unfamiliar ceiling, I don't know how many times I've seen it now.

        

        The fact that I can think clearly suggests that I've survived once again with my cockroach-like vitality.

        

        'Am I really a sunfish?'

        

        I was born with a weak body, but I thought I had trained enough to reach the level of an average person.

        

        Yet why do I keep collapsing at every opportunity?

        

        I felt a deep sense of self-deprecation.

        

        "Oh? You're awake!"

        

        A clear voice interrupted my self-pitying thoughts.

        

        Fortunately, my neck moved easily this time, so I could look at the owner of the voice.

        

        The owner of the voice was sitting in a chair reading a book, her beautiful platinum blonde hair tucked behind her ear.

        

        "Marine?"

        

        I recalled the situation just before I collapsed.

        

        So what I thought was a hallucination was actually Marine.

        

        Marine, whom I hadn't seen in a year, had grown more in that time and had become a proper young lady.

        

        "I'm sorry for showing you this kind of sight when we're meeting after so long."

        

        I was genuinely sorry to Marine, who must have come in a good mood to see her friend, only to witness such an unsightly scene.

        

        "Hendel was just sick, there's nothing to be sorry about."

        

        Marine shook her head and pulled out an apple and a knife from somewhere.

        

        "By the way, why were you bleeding so much?"

        

        I briefly considered whether I should tell Marine honestly about what had happened, but decided to keep it secret.

        

        I didn't want to worry her by telling her I was being semi-forcibly coerced by a ghost.

        

        "I think I just overloaded while practicing mana control by myself."

        

        "What? Because of your mana circuit?"

        

        Marine, who seemed to feel responsible for the damage to my mana circuit, worried about its condition every time we met.

        

      

      
        "My mana circuit is fine. It was just my mana going out of control that caused this."

        

        "Be careful. Training is good, but health is more important."

        

        Cases of one's own mana going out of control are extremely rare, so someone knowledgeable about magic wouldn't have believed my explanation.

        

        But Marine was a physical fighter through and through.

        

        Thanks to her lack of knowledge about magic, she seemed to believe my explanation.

        

        Slice, slice.

        

        Marine skillfully carved the apple into a rabbit shape with a small knife surrounded by a faint aura.

        

        "Ah."

        

        "I can eat by myself..."

        

        "Ah."

        

        Although I was embarrassed to be fed fruit as a grown adult, I opened my mouth, unable to resist Marine's insistence.

        

        Marine put the apple in my mouth like a mother bird feeding her chick.

        

        I felt my cheeks flush but continued to accept the apple pieces Marine was cutting for me.

        

        Crunch, crunch.

        

        The apple must have been high quality, as it burst with sweet juice.

        

        "You're eating well."

        

        Marine smiled, seemingly satisfied that I was accepting the food well.

        

        When we were younger, I was always the one cutting fruit for Marine, but now the roles had reversed after several years, giving me a strange feeling.

        

        After I finished the apple, Marine skillfully prepared a large melon.

        

        "Hmm hmm hmm."

        

        She even hummed a tune, apparently enjoying feeding me fruit.

        

        "Why are you so happy about feeding me fruit?"

        

        Marine, who had cleanly sliced off the melon stem, answered.

        

        "When we were young, Hendel always cut fruit and put it in my mouth. Like a parent."

        

        "That's true."

        

        "Now I think it's time for me to repay that. Consider it a form of filial duty."

        

        My goodness.

        

        How could there be such a kind child!

        

        The reformed Marine was far from being a villainess in anyone's eyes.

        

        I had worried that during the year I hadn't seen her, she might have been unable to escape the fate of becoming a villainess, but such a kind child couldn't possibly be a villainess!

        

        I felt a sense of accomplishment at having completely saved Marine from the fate of a villainess.

        

        Marine was so admirable that I unconsciously fell back into old habits and patted her head.

        

        'Ah, I heard women don't like having their hair touched.'

        

        Seeing Marine's platinum blonde hair disheveled from my vigorous patting, I remembered something I had read back on Earth.

        

        It said women extremely dislike having their hairstyles messed up, so they don't like it when someone pats their head.

        

        When she was younger, Marine didn't particularly care about her appearance, so it didn't matter. But now Marine was a proper adolescent girl.

        

        At an age when she would be very interested in her appearance, she would likely be sensitive about having her hair touched.

        

        I removed my hand from her head and apologized.

        

        "Ah, sorry. Old habits came out unconsciously."

        

        "..."

        

        Perhaps I had noticed too late, as Marine had a blank expression.

        

        She suddenly grabbed my hand and placed it back on her head.

        

        "Huh?"

        

        "I like it when Hendel pats my head, so keep doing it."

        

        "Ah... okay."

        

        That day, I was captured by Marine and became a head-patting machine for the entire day.
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        Fortunately, my injuries weren't severe enough to leave any lasting effects, so I was able to get up and leave quickly.

        

        As I was discharged from the hospital holding Marine's hand, I noticed her torn clothing where she had ripped fabric to stop my bleeding.

        

        "Why, why are you staring at me like that?"

        

        Marine seemed embarrassed, having noticed my gaze.

        

        Being a grown adult, she must feel uncomfortable walking around in such tattered clothes. I had been inconsiderate.

        

        "Wait here for a moment."

        

        "Where... where are you going?"

        

        "I'll buy you some clothes to change into."

        

        "It's fine, really..."

        

        Though Marine appeared to be a frail young woman, she was the future Sword Master.

        

        Since she had enough skill to protect herself, I left her at the hospital without worry.

        

        'But where is a clothing store?'

        

        I had confidently said I would buy clothes, but this was my first time in the capital, so I didn't know the area at all.

        

        With no other choice, I stopped a passerby.

        

        "Excuse me. Do you know if there's a high-end women's clothing store nearby?"

        

        Since I was looking for a luxury clothing store that sold attire suitable for nobles, I deliberately approached a man who looked wealthy.

        

        The man, suddenly accosted, looked me up and down and sneered.

        

        "Ha, how dare a commoner like you lay hands on me, Baron Beren Alrend, head of the Alrend barony?"

        

        "..."

        

        I was dumbfounded, never having expected to be looked down upon by a mere baron.

        

        I had to discard my original clothes because they were stained with my blood.

        

        Without clothes, I had temporarily borrowed some from a hospital staff member, and the baron had apparently judged me to be a commoner based on my shabby appearance.

        

        But logically, would an ordinary commoner dare to grab someone wearing such obviously expensive clothes?

        

        I felt anger rising, but since part of the misunderstanding was due to my inappropriate attire, I suppressed my rage.

        

        His attitude would change once I revealed my identity.

        

        "Though I'm wearing shabby clothes due to circumstances, I am not a commoner but Hendel Adger of the Count Adger family."

        

        "What? That Adger domain with the granary district?"

        

        "Yes."

        

        "Hahaha, talk sense! If you're from the Adger family, then I'm the Fifth Imperial Prince."

        

        "..."

        

        The head of the Alrend barony pulled out a sharp dagger from his breast and pressed it against my neck.

        

        "Boy, impersonating nobility is punishable by immediate execution under imperial law. Do you want to die?"

        

        "..."

        

        What kind of confidence did this man have to point knives at random people?

        

        "It's your karma, so don't blame me."

        

        "What are you saying?"

        

        Even though he had a knife at my throat, I didn't even blink. He should have started to sense something was wrong by now, but this fool seemed completely oblivious.

        

        'Well, I've been wanting to try out my newly refined mana. What a perfect opportunity.'

        

        Wooong.

        

        "Y-you! What do you think you're doing?!"

        

        Baron Beren Alrend started sweating profusely, finally sensing something was amiss as I smiled gleefully at the thought of using my magic.

        

        Yet he lacked the courage to swing his dagger, his hands merely trembling.

        

        He seemed experienced in threatening powerless commoners, but he was more cowardly than I expected.

        

        I had no intention of causing serious injury or creating a disturbance.

        

        "Petal of Flames."

        

        Bright red hibiscus petals bloomed, burning magnificently.

        

        Since I didn't want to hurt him too badly, I decided to just singe his hair a little.

        

        At that moment.

        

        "Young Master?"

        

        A familiar voice came from behind me.

        

        'Tch.'

        

      

      
        I clicked my tongue in disappointment and withdrew my magic.

        

        The branch director of the Karde Magic Tower stood there holding a bag of bread.

        

        Sensing the unusual atmosphere, the director approached.

        

        "Gasp! Isn't that the Karde Magic Tower branch director!"

        

        Baron Beren apparently knew the director and quickly hid behind him.

        

        I would have thought I was closer to the director than the baron was.

        

        "Director, this mage is threatening a noble, relying on his magic. Teach him a lesson!"

        

        Baron Beren, who had been ready to flee the moment he realized I was a mage, now seemed firmly convinced the director would take his side.

        

        "Haa..."

        

        The branch director, who clearly hadn't gotten his position for nothing, seemed to grasp the situation from just the brief exchange.

        

        He sighed deeply and roughly grabbed the baron's clothes from behind.

        

        Baron Beren lost his balance and fell to his knees.

        

        "Director... why?"

        

        The baron wore a genuinely wronged expression.

        

        Anyone watching would think I had started the trouble.

        

        "Haah..."

        

        The director, clearly stressed, sighed as he rubbed his face.

        

        "Baron Beren, do you know who this person is?"

        

        "N-no, isn't he just a commoner mage?"

        

        "This is Hendel Adger, heir to the Count Adger family."

        

        "The... the Adger county where milk and honey flow?"

        

        Apparently, our family was known among the capital's nobility as a land of milk and honey.

        

        Well, it was true.

        

        "Yes, the Adger county that developed cola."

        

        Baron Beren's face turned pale.

        

        "I-I'm sorry! Please spare my life!"

        

        Though he acted like a thug, he was still the head of a family, and with quick judgment, he pressed his forehead to the ground.

        

        "..."

        

        Baron Beren had played his trump card with the dogeza.

        

        As a Confucian youth who had lived in the land of Eastern courtesy, it became difficult for me to torment him further after such a move.

        

        "Fine, I'll let this go if you grant me one wish."

        

        "Yes! Money, women, anything you desire!"

        

        "I have more money than I need."

        

        "Then what do you wish for..."

        

        I raised my finger and pointed at the wall.

        

        Baron Beren stood there blankly, not understanding.

        

        The perceptive director pulled the baron's clothes, making him lean against the wall.

        

        "A little more to the right."

        

        "Half a step more to the right."

        

        I meticulously adjusted the position of Baron Beren, who now had his face against the wall.

        

        "Here?"

        

        "Yes, there."

        

        After precise adjustments, Baron Beren finally stood in a position that satisfied me.

        

        I drew upon my mana, targeting the back of his head as he faced the wall.

        

        "Y-young master?"

        

        Baron Beren called out to me urgently, seemingly sensing something ominous in my silence.

        

        Ignoring his call, I cast my spell.

        

        "Cactus Embrace."

        

        As a noble who respects the Imperial Labor Law, I faithfully implemented the requirement to take maximum precautions for the safety of experimental subjects.

        

        A hard shell surrounded Baron Beren.

        

        "Please spare me! I'll give you my beautiful daughter. Please."

        

        How despicable, trying to sell his daughter out of fear.

        

      

      
        Disgusted, I increased the mana beyond what I had originally planned.

        

        "Petal of Flames."

        

        Numerous hibiscus flowers appeared in the air, burning fiercely.

        

        "Aaaaargh!"

        

        Baron Beren screamed loud enough to wake the entire neighborhood, even though nothing had touched him yet.

        

        I scattered the burning flowers, ignoring his screams.

        

        "Aagh, aaaagh!"

        

        Though he shouldn't feel any pain thanks to the protective magic, Baron Beren continued to scream in terror, likely from the visual fear of being on fire.

        

        "Be quiet."

        

        "Agagak."

        

        He wasn't listening, having fallen into panic.

        

        Screaming is only possible when one has the luxury to scream.

        

        "Forest of Thorns."

        

        As the flowers disappeared, I deployed my next spell.

        

        Numerous thorn bushes sprouted from the ground.

        

        The large, sharp thorns on the thorn bushes were enough to make Baron Beren faint from fear.

        

        "Shudder."

        

        Baron Beren collapsed with foam at his mouth.

        

        "Petal of Flames."

        

        I cleanly burned off the fallen baron's hair and stretched with satisfaction.

        

        "..."

        

        The director looked at the baron, whose head was completely bald, with eyes full of pity.

        

        "Director? Then I'll be going now."

        

        "Ah... yes."

        

        I saw fear in the director's eyes as he looked at me.

        

        It was the baron who started the trouble, so why should I be the object of fear?

        

        Sighing, I checked the time.

        

        "What? 1:05 PM?"

        

        I thought only about 10 minutes had passed, but an hour had gone by.

        

        I imagined Marine anxiously waiting for me.

        

        "Director, Director."

        

        "Yes?"

        

        "Do you happen to know of any stores nearby that sell high-end women's clothing?"

        

        "Yes, I do know one."

        

        I desperately grabbed both of the director's hands.

        

        "Could I trouble you to guide me there?"

        

        The director made a troubled expression.

        

        "I have appointments to keep..."

        

        "I'll reduce the cola settlement ratio by 0.1%."

        

        The director's eyes widened.

        

        While 0.1% might not seem like much, given the massive overall sales volume of cola, it was no small amount in actual currency.

        

        But in relationships, one must give to maintain goodwill after receiving.

        

        I thought it was worth conceding 0.1% in exchange for the Karde Magic Tower providing me with a residence in the capital, where housing prices were notoriously high.

        

        Honestly, I also felt a little guilty about taking 20% while doing nothing.

        

        "Let's depart immediately!"

        

        The director, having accepted my offer, waved his hand, and a broom appeared in mid-air.

        

        He gestured to me after mounting the floating broom.

        

        "Shall we?"

        

        "..."

        

        A mage riding a broom.

        

        Feeling slightly moved at seeing a traditional mage for the first time since being born into this world, I climbed onto the broom.

        

        It seems romance isn't dead after all.
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        A broom streaking across the blue sky.

        

        It was such a romantic sight, but for me, the one actually riding the broom, it was a miserable experience.

        

        The hard broom, the wind slapping my face.

        

        These harsh conditions made me understand why romance was dead.

        

        "Haha, isn't this exciting?"

        

        The branch director in the front seat was laughing like a child despite taking the full brunt of the wind.

        

        There's definitely a reason why magicians rank first on the list of professions commoners fear most.

        

        It must be these madness-infected magicians who ruin the image for everyone.

        

        I, a benevolent magician, felt wronged.

        

        "Sir, there's the store."

        

        I had been so dazed by the branch director's acrobatic flying demonstration that I looked to where he was pointing.

        

        There stood a tall building that stood out from the others around it.

        

        Its lavish decorations clearly showed it was a store catering to the wealthy.

        

        "I'll take us down."

        

        The branch director, whose eyes had gone wild when he took the controls, was gradually returning to normal as we approached our destination.

        

        They say some people's personalities change when they take the wheel, and the branch director seemed to be that type.

        

        The broom landed smoothly.

        

        I immediately rushed into the building after getting off the broom.

        

        Having already wasted a lot of time, I planned to quickly buy clothes and return.

        

        This large clothing store was the equivalent of a department store on Earth.

        

        While it might have been fun to explore each floor carefully, time was of the essence, so I grabbed a nearby employee.

        

        "Which floor has women's clothing?"

        

        "Ah, the fourth floor."

        

        "Thank you."

        

        I hurried up the stairs.

        

        Despite it being a weekday afternoon, the store was bustling with people.

        

        The fourth floor, the women's clothing department, was particularly packed with intimidating-looking noble ladies, making it hard to breathe even before stepping in.

        

        "My lady, how about this underwear?"

        

        "Don't you think it's too small for me? My bosom is currently growing quite splendidly!"

        

        "Ah... yes... of course..."

        

        "I need sexy clothes that will immediately entice the prince! I am destined to become the prince's official consort, you know~"

        

        Dizzying conversations echoed throughout the department.

        

        Pretending not to hear, I quickly browsed through the stores.

        

        Being a man alone in the women's clothing department, I received suspicious glances from several people.

        

        On Earth, men occasionally browse women's clothing stores for gifts and such.

        But in this world, due to cultural differences, men rarely gift clothes to women.

        Giving jewelry like earrings was common, but not clothes.

        I quickened my pace to escape these uncomfortable stares.

        

        The clothes displayed in the stores were all extravagant, befitting a business catering to the wealthy.

        

        But when it comes to clothes, the more extravagant they are, the more divisive they become.

        

        Not knowing Marineh's taste, I wanted to buy something simple.

        

        "Oh."

        

        As I passed by the flashy clothes and browsed through stores, something caught my eye.

        

        This particular store carried many experimental designs in a place where most shops sold dresses.

        

        Some outfits were too extreme, but there were a few that appealed to me.

        

        I entered the store as if entranced.

        

        "Welcome!"

        

        A female clerk who had been watching flies from her desk approached with a bright expression.

        

        I ignored the other clothes and picked up a few hanging on the rack.

        

        "My, you have a good eye! These are new designs we've been racking our brains over!"

        

        The clothes I held resembled training wear commonly worn casually on Earth.

        

        "These are for exercising, right?"

        

        "Yes, exactly! Recently, many noble ladies have taken up exercise for health reasons. So we developed these with great ambition!"

        

        This would make a good gift for Marineh, who does a lot of physical training in the Knight Department.

        

      

      
        "Please wrap these up."

        

        "Yes! Thank you!"

        

        It was strange to see clothes I commonly wore as a jobless person on Earth here in another world.

        

        It gave me an odd feeling.

        

        [Millet's Clothing Store]

        

        I decided to remember the store's name.

        

        'I should ask about men's clothing later if I remember.'

        

        Though relatively more comfortable than women's clothing, the clothes in this world were unbearably uncomfortable.

        

        I wanted to wear comfortable clothes too.

        

        ***

        

        Having achieved my goal, I immediately returned to the hospital where Marineh would be waiting.

        

        Checking the time, I realized two hours had passed since I said I'd go buy clothes.

        

        I couldn't lift my head as I entered the hospital building.

        

        The hospital interior, which had been bustling when I left, was strangely quiet.

        

        I headed to the reception desk first.

        

        The nurse sitting at the reception looked pale, as if terrified of something.

        

        "Excuse me."

        

        "Y-yes!"

        

        "Do you know where Lady Marineh is?"

        

        The nurse's expression brightened.

        

        "Are you perhaps Mr. Hendel?"

        

        "Yes, I'm Hendel."

        

        "We've been waiting for you! Please follow me!"

        

        The nurse stood up from her chair and led the way.

        

        "Shouldn't you stay at the reception desk? There's no one there now..."

        

        "It's fine!"

        

        Since the nurse said it was fine, I had nothing more to say.

        

        I quietly followed her.

        

        [Director's Office]

        

        "They're waiting inside."

        

        "Thank you."

        

        "Not at all, and thank you!"

        

        I didn't understand what she was thanking me for, but she looked happy, so I said nothing and opened the door.

        

        Click.

        

        As the door to the director's office opened, Marineh's sharp gaze turned toward me from the seat of honor.

        

        "Hen...del?"

        

        Marineh's sharp gaze softened as she confirmed my face.

        

        "Yes, I'm back."

        

        Marineh ran to me and threw herself into my arms.

        

        "Really, I thought Hendel had abandoned me."

        

        "Sorry, I got a bit delayed."

        

        I handed Marineh the clothes I was carrying.

        

        "I don't know much about women's clothes, so if you don't like them, you can wear them once and throw them away."

        

        Marineh shook her head.

        

        "How could I throw away clothes Hendel gave me? I'll treasure them."

        

        Marineh's words were so sweet.

        

        The hospital director, who had given up the seat of honor to Marineh, looked astonished.

        

        Well, it's not easy for a noble lady from a ducal family to be this kind.

        

        It was understandable that he was surprised.

        

        "Go try them on."

        

        "Okay!"

        

        I patted Marineh's head once, and she happily trotted off to the bathroom.

        

        "Thank you, thank you so much."

        

        "Pardon?"

      

      
        

        As soon as Marineh entered the bathroom, the hospital director bowed 90 degrees to me.

        

        Receiving thanks without knowing why left me bewildered.

        

        The hospital director, who had been staring at me, fell silent for a moment, then nodded as if realizing something.

        

        "Hmm... are you hiding it..."

        

        I hadn't said anything, yet the hospital director seemed to understand something on his own.

        

        "Please tell me too."

        

        "Haha, it's nothing."

        

        He avoided answering my request.

        

        'Is he uncomfortable because of the difference in our social status?'

        

        From the reception clerk's reaction earlier and now the hospital director's, I got the feeling they were uncomfortable around Marineh and me.

        

        Well, one is a lady from one of the empire's few ducal families, and the other is the future head of a count family that's been amassing wealth recently—it's understandable they'd be uncomfortable.

        

        Understanding their burden, I stopped pressing the director and waited for Marineh to come out.

        

        Since this was her first time wearing this type of clothing, it seemed to be taking some time.

        

        Creak.

        

        The bathroom door slowly opened, and Marineh appeared with a shy smile.

        

        "I-it's a bit embarrassing."

        

        Marineh looked awkward, probably because she was wearing an unusual type of clothing instead of what she usually wore.

        

        I gave the awkward-looking Marineh a thumbs up.

        

        "You look really pretty."

        

        "Really?"

        

        "Yes, you're the best."

        

        Marineh smiled brightly.

        

        Tap tap.

        

        I tapped the arm of the hospital director, who wasn't showing any particular reaction.

        

        Taking the hint, the director gave enthusiastic applause.

        

        "It really suits you well! Lady Marineh!"

        

        He was clearly on high alert.

        

        "Ah... yes."

        

        While Marineh had happily responded to my compliment, her reaction to the director's praise was lukewarm.

        

        That's the difference in bond.

        

        Marineh scurried over and took my hand.

        

        "Now that I've changed, let's go."

        

        "Okay."

        

        "Take care on your way back!"

        

        The hospital director smiled happily as we said we were leaving.

        

        I nodded lightly in greeting and left the hospital.

        

        Since we hadn't set a specific destination, we headed to my residence first.

        

        Marineh followed me without saying much.

        

        Fortunately, I had memorized the location of the residence, so I could find my way without getting lost.

        

        "Huh?"

        

        But for some reason, the front of the residence was crowded with people, and the knights guarding the gate looked troubled.

        

        "..."

        

        Marineh hesitated and stopped walking when she saw the people at the gate.

        

        "What's wrong?"

        

        "Those are the maids from our dormitory..."

        

        Only when Marineh spoke did I remember that she lived in a dormitory.

        

        Dormitories typically have curfews, and Marineh had spent the night at the hospital because of me when I collapsed.

        

        "...If I get kicked out, will you take me in, Hendel?"

        

        Despite the clearly unfavorable situation, Marineh's voice was strangely bright.

        

        I placed my hand on Marineh's shoulder.

        

        "I'll talk to them."

        

        As Marineh's guardian, I had no intention of letting her face the disgrace of being expelled from the dormitory.

        

        I'll protect my daughter!
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        I walked with heavy footsteps to let the maids notice my approach.

        

        The maids turned their heads at the sound of my footsteps.

        

        "What brings you to our residence?"

        

        After I identified myself as the owner of the house, an elderly-looking maid stepped forward.

        

        The maid bowed her head respectfully.

        

        "Greetings, Lord Hendel. I am Hannah Camelia, Lady Marine's personal maid."

        

        "Ah... yes."

        

        Judging by the fact that she had a surname, this personal maid likely came from noble lineage as well.

        

        "Did you perhaps come with Lady Marine? The knights informed us that Lord Hendel was with Lady Marine."

        

        I pointed to Marine, who was standing there blankly.

        

        Relief was visible on the personal maid's face when she confirmed Marine's presence.

        

        "Is Marine being expelled?"

        

        The personal maid shook her head.

        

        "If we had been just one day later, expulsion would have been unavoidable, but if she returns today, we can somehow prevent it. The Academy doesn't wish to expel Lady Marine either."

        

        It seems that even the prestigious Academy felt politically burdened about expelling the Northern Duke's daughter.

        

        This was good news for me, as I had genuinely been worried about Marine's expulsion.

        

        I figured that if Marine returned now, she would probably just receive restricted outings and penalty points.

        

        I approached Marine to share the good news.

        

        "Marine, fortunately, it looks like you won't be expelled. We should part ways here today before they change their minds."

        

        "Why?"

        

        "Huh?"

        

        Marine, who had oddly seemed pleased earlier, frowned upon hearing the good news.

        

        I was bewildered by Marine's apparent displeasure at avoiding expulsion.

        

        Marine walked toward her personal maid with a stern expression. Sensing something unusual in Marine's demeanor, I followed her.

        

        Marine faced her personal maid.

        

        It was Marine who spoke first.

        

        "Why am I not being expelled?"

        

        Instead of being angry about being expelled, Marine was angry about not being expelled.

        

        Both the personal maid and I showed bewilderment on our faces.

        

        "Isn't it a dormitory rule that failure to return for one day results in expulsion? I don't think it's right for me to receive special privileges just because I'm from a ducal family."

        

        The personal maid, being professional, erased the confusion from her face.

        

        "Then, Lady Marine, do you have somewhere to stay if you are expelled from the dormitory?"

        

        Marine pointed at me with complete naturalness.

        

        "Hendel's house."

        

        "..."

        

        I don't recall giving permission for that.

        

        Of course, I would take her in if she were actually expelled.

        

        The personal maid, having failed to persuade Marine, looked at me with eyes seeking help.

        

        While I would normally support Marine in most matters, being expelled from the dormitory would be a significant political blow.

        

        If Marine were expelled, the numerous nobles in high society who harbor deep inferiority complexes toward high-ranking aristocrats would certainly not remain silent.

        

        I didn't want to see Marine become a target for nobles harboring inferiority complexes.

        

        I gently placed both hands on Marine's shoulders.

        

        "Marine."

        

        "Yes..."

        

        Marine pouted her lips, seemingly sensing that I wouldn't take her side.

        

        I understood her discomfort at receiving special treatment.

        

        However, unless this was a kind world from a light novel, sometimes accepting such privileges would make navigating the world easier.

        

        "You're uncomfortable because you feel like you're the only one receiving special treatment, right?"

        

        "Uh... yes!"

        

        "I'm touched that you've thought so deeply about this."

        

        "..."

        

        I gently stroked Marine's head.

        

        "But could you accept this special treatment just this once? Sometimes in the world, when those in higher positions accept privileges, it makes things easier for those below them."

        

        The personal maid nodded.

      

      
        

        Though I didn't know the details, that personal maid would likely face disadvantages if Marine were expelled.

        

        "I'm truly grateful that you saved my life. But let's part ways here today, okay?"

        

        "If Hendel insists that much..."

        

        Marine still seemed displeased but slowly nodded.

        

        "But I have one condition."

        

        "Yes, what is it?"

        

        Having yielded to her, I was prepared to grant most reasonable requests.

        

        Marine took out a spatial wallet from her pocket.

        

        She rummaged through the spatial wallet.

        

        She pulled out a small box.

        

        [Engagement Ring -Medair Forge-]

        

        The item Marine took out was the engagement ring that had once saved our lives when we were children.

        

        I felt glad to see the engagement ring after so long.

        

        Marine opened the box to reveal two rings with blue mana flowing within them.

        

        "My condition is that Hendel and I each wear one of the engagement rings."

        

        "..."

        

        When we were young, I could wear an engagement ring without embarrassment, but wearing one now as adults would definitely cause misunderstandings.

        

        "Don't you think it's a bit inappropriate to wear engagement rings at this age when we're not even engaged?"

        

        "..."

        

        Marine looked up at me expressionlessly.

        

        "With our relationship, we can wear something like this."

        

        Though Marine's demeanor was somewhat intimidating, I needed to firmly refuse what wasn't right.

        

        "I still don't think this is appropriate. Could you set a different condition?"

        

        Marine, who had been expressionless, smirked.

        

        "Are you conscious of me, Hendel?"

        

        "Keck... keck..."

        

        I choked at Marine's sudden statement.

        

        "Th-that's not it."

        

        "If you're not conscious of me, then it shouldn't matter if you wear it, right?"

        

        "No... people's gazes."

        

        Marine smirked.

        

        "Since when did Hendel care about other people's gazes?"

        

        "...I still don't think this is right."

        

        "Hmph, then I won't return to the dormitory either."

        

        Marine, her cheeks puffed out, forgot her dignity and sat down on the ground.

        

        "My lady! The ground is dirty!"

        

        "Hmph, I don't care."

        

        "Then at least sit on this. Please."

        

        The personal maid, horrified at seeing Marine sitting on the ground, spread a handkerchief on the ground.

        

        Finding the cold ground uncomfortable, Marine subtly shifted onto the handkerchief.

        

        "..."

        

        I thought Marine had matured somewhat, but she still retained childish aspects.

        

        With a grown woman sitting on the ground, I could feel the gazes of people passing by the residence.

        

        "My goodness, why is she sitting like that?"

        

        "Looking at the ring box, I think the woman got rejected. The man must be impotent to reject such a pretty woman."

        

        "Making a woman sit on the ground, tsk tsk."

        

        I felt dizzy.

        

        Marine was acting like a child throwing a tantrum in a store for a toy.

        

        The problem was that this strategy was quite effective.

        

        Feeling my cheeks flush red, I took Marine's hand.

        

        "Fine, I'll wear the ring, so please stand up."

        

        "Really?"

        

        Marine, who had grown up, was trying to get the better of me.

        

        She had finally achieved victory against me.

        

      

      
        I extended my hand to Marine, asking for the ring.

        

        When I extended my hand, Marine shook her head.

        

        "That's not how it works."

        

        "Huh?"

        

        "It's only natural for engagement rings to be put on by the other person, isn't it?"

        

        "..."

        

        I stared at Marine, but she, with her thick skin, skillfully avoided my gaze.

        

        "Fine, I'll put it on you first, so please stand up."

        

        Sensing the growing anger in my voice, she quickly stood up.

        

        Marine boldly extended her finger.

        

        "Ah, Hendel knows well that engagement rings are most effective when worn on the ring finger, right?"

        

        "Yes..."

        

        Trying my best not to show emotional fluctuation, I maintained a blank expression as I slipped the ring onto Marine's ring finger.

        

        The ring slid smoothly onto her snow-white finger.

        

        Marine smiled with satisfaction as she looked at the ring on her hand.

        

        "Now, it's Hendel's turn!"

        

        By now, not only the knights of the residence but even the maids were watching with interest the spectacle Marine and I were creating.

        

        My face felt like it would burst from embarrassment.

        

        Finally, I closed my eyes tightly and extended my hand.

        

        Rustle, rustle.

        

        Instead of putting on the ring, Marine was just fiddling with my hand unnecessarily.

        

        I opened my closed eyes.

        

        "What are you doing?"

        

        "Uh... yes? I was... checking your finger size!"

        

        "Engagement rings automatically adjust to fit the wearer's finger, you know."

        

        "Th-that's right!"

        

        To not know such a basic fact.

        

        It seems Marine didn't receive sufficient explanation when she bought the rings.

        

        Well, with Marine's impatient personality, that's understandable.

        

        "I'm... putting it on?"

        

        "..."

        

        'Somehow, that sentence sounds strange.'

        

        Having started this herself but now embarrassed, Marine, with a flushed face, carefully pushed the ring on.

        

        The ring adjusted its size on its own and fit snugly on my ring finger.

        

        "Hehe."

        

        Marine laughed foolishly.

        

        Seeing Marine's smiling face, my anger dissipated.

        

        A pretty woman smiled, and my anger subsided—I'm a man too, but men seem quite simple creatures.

        

        "Now, you'll return to the dormitory, right?"

        

        "Yes, I'll go back!"

        

        Having achieved her goal, Marine seemed to have no complaints about returning to the dormitory.

        

        "Then, one last hug before we part~"

        

        Marine snuggled into my arms.

        

        I slowly patted Marine's back as she nestled in my embrace.

        

        After about ten seconds, Marine emerged from my arms with a bright smile.

        

        "Well, see you after school reopens~ Goodbye!"

        

        "Yes, take care on your way back."

        

        Even as she left with the army of maids, Marine kept turning back and waving.

        

        I waved back until Marine's figure completely disappeared.

        

        After Marine was completely out of sight, I returned to the residence.

        

        At the entrance of the residence, Kani was standing with a sulky expression.

        

        "I'm back!"

        

        "Hmph!"

        

        What's with her? Why is she upset again?
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        As the day of school opening dawned, I had been busy with magic training and exploring the capital with Kani.

        

        "Hehe."

        

        Though I was the one attending the academy, somehow Kani seemed more excited than me.

        

        "Are you that happy about me going to the academy?"

        

        "Of course! Noble young masters like you might not understand, but for ordinary commoners, the academy is a place of aspiration! There's a reason why academies are staples in romance novels."

        

        "Right, why don't you try finding a husband at the academy like a romance novel heroine? If you keep sticking with me all the time, you might never get married."

        

        "..."

        

        Kani pouted and avoided my gaze.

        

        I was genuinely concerned for her, but she seemed to think I was just teasing her.

        

        Clatter, clatter.

        

        While chatting with Kani, we arrived at the academy.

        

        The main gate was bustling with students arriving for the first day.

        

        "Identity confirmed!"

        

        Security was thorough, as expected of an academy attended by high nobles and even royalty.

        

        "Yes, proceed!"

        

        After the carriage ahead of us passed through, it was our turn.

        

        I showed the academy admission certificate I had received by letter in advance.

        

        "Edgar... Edgar... Yes, confirmed!"

        

        As the guard who marked a circle on the document gestured, the gate opened smoothly.

        

        Though no visible mechanism could be seen, the way the gate opened suggested some magical device was at work.

        

        "Wow."

        

        The scenery changed dramatically as we entered the academy grounds.

        

        Kani gaped, shaking her head in amazement as she took in the academy interior.

        

        The roads inside were neatly maintained, making for a comfortable carriage ride, and the evenly grown trees along the roadside created a peaceful atmosphere.

        

        What was particularly impressive were the students walking around with bright smiles, without a care in the world.

        

        The fresh energy of the students was healing.

        

        Kani glanced at me as I was contentedly taking in the sights and remarked:

        

        "Young master, your expression looks like an old man's."

        

        "Be quiet."

        

        "Yes, sir."

        

        After silencing Kani, I began to see the Magic Faculty building.

        

        The faculty I would be entering was, of course, the Magic Faculty.

        

        It was the third largest faculty in the academy after the Knight Faculty and Administrative Faculty. Since it evaluated purely on magical talent, it had the highest proportion of commoners.

        

        'Am I going to be ostracized?'

        

        Even though the academy ideally promoted equal school life regardless of social status, it would still be difficult for others to approach me easily as the heir apparent to the Edgar County family.

        

        If I couldn't befriend the few nobles, I might end up living a depressing life without a single friend.

        

        "Young master, we've arrived."

        

        "Okay."

        

        At those words, I carefully stepped out of the carriage.

        

        The magnificent Magic Faculty building came into view immediately.

        

        It was decorated not only with gold but also with expensive diamonds.

        

        "Young master, you'll be fine in class without me, right?"

        

        "How old do you think I am? Can't I attend class by myself?"

        

        According to academy regulations, servants couldn't enter faculty buildings.

        

        So Kani would be waiting idly in the carriage until my classes ended.

        

        I took a few gold coins from my pocket and tossed them to her.

        

        "Oh!"

        

        Kani hurriedly caught the gold coins that suddenly flew toward her.

        

        "Go explore the academy while you wait, and buy yourself something tasty."

        

        "Young master, I love you!"

        

        Kani's loud declaration of love drew the attention of passersby.

        

        "Haah..."

        

        I pressed my throbbing temple and entered the building, pretending not to hear Kani's passionate confession.

        

        Portraits of great mages greeted me as soon as I entered the building.

        

        It felt strange to think that if his family hadn't been exterminated, that ghost's portrait would have been there too.

        

        'The facilities are better than I expected?'

        

      

      
        Like its splendid exterior, the Magic Faculty's interior was also impressive.

        

        Several elevators, which required enormous maintenance costs, were installed, and what were clearly luxury sofas were placed throughout.

        

        The rumors about the Magic Faculty alumni association being extremely tight-knit must be true.

        

        Students bustled about carrying thick books.

        

        One peculiarity was that most of them wore glasses.

        

        'It was definitely the third floor.'

        

        Third floor.

        

        Too low to use the elevator, but too high to walk up comfortably.

        

        While healthy friends from the Knight Faculty might have walked up, a frail mage like me naturally stood in front of the elevator.

        

        Everyone seemed to have the same idea, as a long line had formed in front of the elevator.

        

        "Did they take attendance in Mana Theory 2 yesterday?"

        

        "Yes."

        

        "Argh, I'm in trouble."

        

        "Would you like to have lunch together today...?"

        

        "No."

        

        "I'll buy you that tomahawk steak you like."

        

        "...With cola too?"

        

        "Of course!"

        

        Since most people were in groups, I felt a bit lonely standing in line alone.

        

        Shouldn't a mage live nobly in solitude?

        

        Contrary to the image in my head, mages were quite sociable.

        

        Ding dong~

        

        As soon as the elevator arrived, I quickly found a corner to stand in.

        

        Mages rushed in.

        

        Beep beep beep.

        

        [Capacity exceeded. Would the last person who boarded please exit.]

        

        Only when the elevator screamed that it couldn't take anymore did people stop crowding in.

        

        The elevator was packed to the point of suffocation.

        

        I made a mental note to arrive even earlier next time for a more comfortable ride.

        

        "My, my lady, you look so beautiful today~"

        

        "Haha, thank you."

        

        Students chatting cheerfully despite being squeezed in the crowd.

        

        'That voice?'

        

        Among their conversations, I detected a voice that sounded familiar.

        

        "Would you like to eat together later? I made a bit too many rice balls."

        

        "Kyaaah! If it's rice balls made by Lady Reni, I'll definitely eat them!"

        

        I stared intently at the brown-haired girl named Reni.

        

        Her build and voice were identical to the thief mage who had attacked me.

        

        Sensing my stare, Reni turned her head and, upon seeing my face, twitched her eyebrows.

        

        From Reni's reaction, I was certain she was the mage who had attacked me.

        

        Noticing that I was staring at Reni, her friend subtly intervened, blocking the space between us.

        

        Reni's friend looked up at me with furrowed brows.

        

        "Even though our Reni has an angelic appearance, it's rude to stare like that!"

        

        "..."

        

        Reni placed her hand on her friend's shoulder.

        

        "Karin, it's okay. You don't need to stop him."

        

        "Huh?"

        

        "He's someone I know."

        

        "Oh! I apologize for my rudeness!"

        

        [Ding dong~ Third floor.]

        

        The elevator arrived at the third floor just in time.

        

        I signaled with my eyes for Reni to get off.

        

        That woman seemed to have an impressive background, but she was still just a 1st Circle mage.

        

        With the new magic I'd learned, I was confident I could win a hundred fights out of a hundred.

        

        So I confidently summoned her.

        

        Understanding my signal, Reni nodded and patted Karin's head.

        

        "Karin, I'm sorry, but can I skip class just for today?"

        

      

      
        "Y-Yes! I'll take responsibility for your attendance!"

        

        "Haha, thank you."

        

        We got off the elevator, blending into the crowd of disembarking people.

        

        Reni looked around quickly, then pointed to a rest area with sofas.

        

        "Let's talk over there."

        

        "..."

        

        I nodded, secretly gathering my magical power without Reni noticing.

        

        Plopping down on the sofa, Reni twirled her hair in apparent annoyance at the situation.

        

        A complete contrast to the angelic demeanor she had shown in front of Karin.

        

        Snap.

        

        Reni flicked her hand, which bore a sparkling ring.

        

        A barrier spread around us.

        

        "With this, our conversation and actions won't be exposed to others."

        

        "..."

        

        I gulped.

        

        The magical tool Reni had just used was the Ring of Secret Veil.

        

        This ring was primarily used by high noble families or diplomats, and due to its rarity, it was entirely possessed by the imperial family and bestowed upon nobles who had rendered great service.

        

        Its appearance differed from the ring I knew about, suggesting it had been disguised to avoid detection.

        

        Between using expensive scrolls and possessing magical tools managed by the imperial family, I couldn't begin to guess her identity.

        

        Reni crossed her legs and shot me a haughty look.

        

        "How did you figure out I was the mage who attacked you?"

        

        "You revealed your voice when you attacked."

        

        "...So I did."

        

        This woman acts tough, but she seems rather careless.

        

        Reni sighed, took a blank check from her pocket, and tossed it in front of me.

        

        "I want to graduate from the academy quietly, so would you mind keeping quiet if I give you this? Write down however much you want. We'll make a soul contract."

        

        The check Reni threw was a blank check issued by the Imperial Bank only to families of marquis rank or higher.

        

        I had no idea why such a wealthy person would attack me, but I didn't appreciate her attitude of throwing a check at me without explanation after attacking me.

        

        Reason told me to accept her offer and live quietly, considering her apparently formidable backing, but a strange defiance rose within me.

        

        Fine, she said to write down however much I wanted.

        

        I took out a fountain pen from my inner pocket.

        

        Reni snorted, seemingly assuming I would accept her proposal, and took out a soul contract from her bag.

        

        Let's see how she likes this.

        

        I began to write on the check in earnest.

        

        Reni's expression, initially mocking, hardened as my pen strokes continued.

        

        "Here, give me this much."

        

        I handed Reni the check with my desired amount.

        

        [Imperial Bank Blank Check]

        [999,999,999,999,999,999,999,999,999G]

        

        Reni's hand trembled as she took the check.

        

        Seeing her tremble after having approached me with such a brazen attitude after attacking me made me feel much better.

        

        "You bastard..."

        

        "What? You said to write however much I wanted, didn't you?"

        

        Reni flung the check away.

        

        "You're a lunatic who can't be reasoned with."

        

        The lunatic is the one who attacks suddenly and doesn't explain why.

        

        Magical power began to gather in Reni's hand as she frowned in apparent anger.

        

        'So you're finally showing your true nature!'

        

        I also drew upon the magical power I had been preparing.

        

        Crack. Crack.

        

        "Huh?"

        

        As magical power gathered in Reni's hand, black wings gradually sprouted from her back, and two large horns grew on her head.

        

        "D-Demon?"

        

        An identity far beyond my expectation of a secret organization.

        

        Showing off her fully grown horns, Reni grinned.

        

        "I am Karden, first daughter of Baal, the 31st Demon King of the demon realm. You're dead, you bastard."

        

        Wait, why is a Demon King's daughter here?
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        The Demon Lord.

        

        A staple character in fairy tales, a terrifying entity that brings tears to countless children's eyes every night.

        

        It's said that hundreds of years ago, they actually invaded the human realm, but were miraculously defeated by a party of heroes. Since then, there have been no records of demon invasions.

        

        I thought demons would stay quietly confined to the demon realm, so why is one at the Academy?

        

        Woooosh.

        

        The demon who claimed to be the Demon Lord's daughter began gathering magical energy in her fist.

        

        I naturally assumed she was a mage, but judging by the energy concentrating in her fist, she must actually be a martial artist.

        

        "Wait!"

        

        "What?"

        

        "You clearly said you wanted to graduate from the Academy quietly!"

        

        "And?"

        

        "If you kill me here, you'll have a hard time graduating peacefully, won't you? Despite appearances, I'm the heir to a Count's family with some influence!"

        

        At my threat about graduation difficulties, the magical energy gathered in Carden's fist dispersed slightly.

        

        Carden frowned, contemplating for a moment.

        

        Having reached a conclusion, magical energy began gathering in her fist again.

        

        "I'll just beat you moderately and make you sign a soul contract."

        

        "No, one hit from that looks like it could kill me."

        

        "Don't worry, I'll control it well."

        

        Facing a life-threatening situation, my brain began working furiously.

        

        I considered escaping the barrier to seek help, but no matter how I thought about it, Carden's fist would cave in my face faster than I could escape.

        

        I pondered.

        

        Why would this self-proclaimed Demon Lord's daughter attack me?

        

        If she simply wanted me dead, she could have used her demonic powers for a witness-free assassination. Why hadn't she used her full power until now?

        

        I thought about what made me special.

        

        Heir to Count Edgar's family, successor to an archmage, cola developer.

        

        'Could it be?'

        

        "Do... do you want cola?"

        

        "..."

        

        Carden's silence confirmed my guess.

        

        "What do you want? The recipe?"

        

        Carden's eyebrow twitched.

        

        "First I'll beat you up, then make my demands."

        

        Ugh, this woman has a bad habit of resolving everything with violence.

        

        Like a matador calming an angry bull, I gestured for her to calm down.

        

        "A true ruler should know how to win their subjects' hearts, right? Violence isn't a good means to gain sincere loyalty."

        

        I lectured Carden while pretending to maintain my composure.

        

        In truth, I was so terrified I wanted to prostrate myself and beg for mercy.

        

        But since it seemed certain I'd be signing a soul contract whether my face got caved in or not, I couldn't back down if I wanted the best possible terms.

        

        Through sheer stubbornness, I kept my back straight.

        

        Despite sweating profusely, I maintained my upright posture, which made the Demon Lord's daughter smirk.

        

        "You dare talk back to me so articulately?"

        

        Damn, this doesn't seem to be working.

        

      

      
        Should I prostrate myself now?

        

        "Well, I do appreciate a man with spirit."

        

        Fortunately for me, who was contemplating licking her toes while prostrating, the Demon Lord's daughter seemed to like my attitude.

        

        "Hey, you."

        

        "Y-yes!"

        

        "Drop the formalities. Be my slave. I won't ask for the recipe, just help me establish a cola distribution network in the demon realm."

        

        "I don't know how to get to the demon realm."

        

        "Sign the contract and I'll show you how."

        

        Collusion with the demon realm.

        

        If discovered, it's definitely a capital offense.

        

        "Read this and sign it."

        

        I wanted to run away, but this bipolar woman might actually kill me in the middle of the Academy if I upset her.

        

        With trembling hands, I checked the contract.

        

        [1. Carden guarantees Hendel's safety.]

        [2. Hendel is Carden's slave until he graduates from the Academy.]

        [3. Hendel will distribute cola to the demon realm as specified by Carden.]

        [4. Hendel will actively cooperate to ensure Carden graduates safely.]

        

        'Is this it?'

        

        An amateurish contract that showed she'd never written one before.

        

        Soul contracts, being highly binding, interpret contract clauses very narrowly.

        

        This contract only stipulated that I was her slave, not 'how' I should act as one.

        

        In other words, as long as I acknowledged being Carden's slave, I was free to do whatever I wanted.

        

        Plus, she even guaranteed my safety.

        

        This contract was advantageous to me, certainly not disadvantageous.

        

        The Demon Lord's daughter must be writing a soul contract for the first time.

        

        'Yes, this is how you grow from adversity.'

        

        I desperately recalled depressing thoughts to keep from bursting into laughter.

        

        "Hahah, such a gloomy face! Don't worry. I also want to graduate quietly from the Academy, so I won't ask you to do anything too difficult."

        

        Carden laughed while looking at me desperately pretending to be depressed.

        

        I didn't feel bad about gaining a reliable bodyguard who would be responsible for my safety.

        

        After signing, I faced Carden's expectant gaze.

        

        "Ahem, my first order. Go buy me a cold drink right now!"

        

        "Master, I'll be going now. Bye."

        

        "Huh? Didn't I just give you an order! Where are you going?"

        

        I coolly ignored her and waved goodbye as I left the barrier.

        

        "You... you... do you really want to die?"

        

        "Doesn't the contract guarantee my safety?"

        

        "...After graduation, I will definitely kill you."

        

        I waved the contract playfully.

        

        "The slave contract specifies until graduation, but the safety guarantee has no time limit, does it?"

        

        "Ah..."

        

        Carden's expression showed she realized she'd been tricked.

        

        I smiled victoriously.

        

        "I look forward to working with you, M.A.S.T.E.R?"

        

        Carden's face turned bright red.

      

      
        

        I could understand why demons with such powerful abilities hadn't conquered the human realm.

        

        These creatures were too naive.

        

        ***

        

        I've been tricked.

        

        Carden's mind went blank, realizing she'd agreed to an unfair contract.

        

        She had firmly resolved never to trust humans after reading records of the previous Demon Lord who was annihilated by a sneak attack from treacherous humans after accepting a hero's challenge to single combat. Yet she had been deceived.

        

        Demons are inherently programmed to absolutely obey the Demon Lord's bloodline.

        

        As a result, she, being of the Demon Lord's lineage, had never experienced lies or deception in her entire life.

        

        In the demon realm, where honor is more important than life itself, contracts don't exist, so she had never written one before.

        

        Although she had learned much about lies and deception during her year at the Academy under a false identity, she was still woefully inadequate compared to humans who learn deception from birth.

        

        "..."

        

        Carden stood dazed for a while, as if possessed, before staggering toward her next class.

        

        Having lived her life being considered sharp-witted in the demon realm, the fact that she had been deceived left a massive wound on her pride.

        

        The classroom was empty with time to spare before class.

        

        Carden weakly took her seat and opened her book.

        

        The upcoming class was Principles of Magical Manipulation, one of her favorites.

        

        Though she had talent as a martial artist, she lacked talent for magic.

        

        Still, her dream of becoming a mage was firm, which is why she had fought with her father to enroll in the Academy under a false identity.

        

        The only area where she excelled despite her lack of magical talent was magical manipulation, important even for martial artists.

        

        People naturally come to like what they're good at.

        

        She opened her favorite textbook, Principles of Magical Manipulation, to get some advance studying done.

        

        'Nothing's sinking in today.'

        

        The content that usually clicked so easily in her mind felt blocked somehow.

        

        "Damn it."

        

        Carden irritably closed the book.

        

        Thud.

        

        At that moment, the door opened, and Carden—who had created the character of kind Reni to peacefully complete her magic studies in the magic department—straightened her posture with a start.

        

        In the beginning, her first attempts at acting were awkward, causing various troubles, but after a year, the magic department students had come to accept her as a peculiar but kind-hearted beauty.

        

        "Hello~"

        

        Before coming to the human world, Carden had learned from a book explaining human society that greetings were most important in human relationships.

        

        So from the beginning of her first year, she had started greeting every student who entered the classroom.

        

        The magic department students who initially found her greetings burdensome had now grown accustomed to them and responded cheerfully.

        

        Her greeting, known as "Reni's greeting" among magic department students, had become so established that some students said their day felt incomplete without it.

        

        "..."

        

        A student who didn't respond to her greeting.

        

        'Must be a first-year freshman.'

        

        Since most magic department students now cheerfully responded to her greetings, she naturally assumed the entering student was a newcomer.

        

        Though it was unusual for a freshman to be taking a second-year specialized course like Principles of Magical Manipulation.

        

        "Oh, master?"

        

        "Ah..."

        

        Unfortunately for Carden, the student who opened the door was Hendel, wearing a mischievous smile.

        

        Carden felt a throbbing in her head and thought:

        

        My Academy life has become thoroughly complicated.
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        As I opened the classroom door, I noticed Karden sitting with his head in his hands.

        

        I had worried about spending my academy days without friends from day one, so it was a relief to see a familiar face.

        

        Though Karden didn't seem pleased to see me at all.

        

        I naturally took the seat next to Karden.

        

        The horns and wings that had sprouted from Karden's head were nowhere to be seen.

        

        "There are plenty of other seats. Why not sit somewhere else?"

        

        Karden moved his chair away from me, clearly annoyed.

        

        I grinned.

        

        "Come on, if something dangerous happens, the master should protect me. I need to stay close."

        

        I moved my chair to follow him.

        

        "Hah..."

        

        Karden sighed.

        

        Finally giving up, he moved his chair back to its original position.

        

        "I put the chair back, so you should go back too."

        

        "I don't want to."

        

        Karden's fists trembled.

        

        The fact that I could control the emotions of the Demon King's daughter excited me.

        

        Realizing that ignoring me was the best response, Karden planted his face on the desk and pretended to sleep.

        

        "Master, I know you're just pretending to sleep."

        

        "..."

        

        Still not getting up?

        

        "If you keep pretending to sleep, I'll do something bad."

        

        Karden shot up in alarm.

        

        "N-naughty things are off-limits!"

        

        "I never said anything about naughty things."

        

        "..."

        

        I poked Karden's shoulder.

        

        "Why did you immediately think of naughty things? Our Demon King's daughter..."

        

        Her body trembled as she turned bright red all the way to her neck. She was quite fun to tease.

        

        She seemed to be quite popular among the magic faculty students, and I could see why.

        

        Crackle.

        

        Did I tease her too much?

        

        Magic power began to emanate from Karden's body, and horns started sprouting from her head.

        

        "Whoa."

        

        Though I understood that Karden couldn't harm me, I was still a bit scared by the strong magical reaction.

        

        I took a step back from Karden.

        

        This time, only the horns were appearing, not the wings.

        

        I decided not to interfere, figuring they would disappear on their own.

        

        As I stood watching Karden's transformation with my arms crossed...

        

        Slide.

        

        The classroom door opened.

        

        "Eek!"

        

        Karden let out a cute scream, as her horns hadn't subsided yet.

        

        I reflexively covered Karden's horns with my hand.

        

        Karden's entire body flushed red at the touch of her horns.

        

        "Oh! I'm so sorry for interrupting!"

        

        The female student who had opened the door blushed and ran away after seeing this scene.

        

        "..."

        

        "..."

        

        Silence filled the classroom.

        

        From the fleeing student's perspective, it probably looked like Karden and I were engaged in some intimate act.

        

        I kept my hand covering the horns for a while, worried the girl might return.

        

        About a minute passed.

        

        "Um... you can... remove your hand now..."

        

        Karden, who had turned into a well-ripened tomato, was too embarrassed to make eye contact and pressed her index fingers together.

        

        Karden's anger seemed to have subsided, but strangely, the horns weren't disappearing.

        

        "Master, when will these horns go away?"

        

        "Ugh... turn your head away for a bit."

        

        I wasn't sure what turning her head had to do with making the horns disappear, but I did as instructed.

        

        "Haa, haa, hooo."

        

        Karden took deep breaths, seemingly trying to calm her embarrassment.

        

        After about ten seconds, Karden's finger tapped my neck.

        

        "You can look back now."

      

      
        

        When I turned around, Karden's horns had completely vanished.

        

        I didn't understand how it worked, but it was fascinating.

        

        Karden drank some water, her throat apparently dry.

        

        I decided to apologize to her out of courtesy.

        

        My excessive teasing had caused Karden's horns to appear, and she had nearly been discovered by another student, which could have led to expulsion.

        

        "Master, I'm sorry. I teased you too much."

        

        I still wondered why the Demon King's daughter had enrolled in the academy, but she genuinely seemed to want to graduate quietly.

        

        She seemed to have some mood swings, but her nature appeared to be rather kind.

        

        Regardless of her nature, the fact that she had attacked me remained unchanged.

        

        "No, well... I should thank you. For... covering my horns."

        

        Karden expressed her gratitude while fidgeting with her fingers.

        

        She really must have mood swings.

        

        Just a moment ago she was furiously angry, and now she was in shy girl mode.

        

        I couldn't understand how someone so bashful had attacked me over cola.

        

        "Why did you attack me in the first place, Master?"

        

        "My father tried cola once and demanded it be supplied to the demon realm no matter what. I even went to the magic tower, but I was turned away since I was using a disguised identity."

        

        "So you attacked me because of that?"

        

        "I-I didn't intend to kill you. That's why I aimed for your legs. I even reduced the power."

        

        I hadn't noticed while frantically dodging, but apparently Karden had controlled the power of her magic.

        

        Well, that didn't change the fact that I nearly died.

        

        I'm never going to cancel this contract and will use her as my bodyguard for life.

        

        "Whatever your circumstances were, the fact is you attacked me and signed a contract, so you have to protect me for life, understand?"

        

        "You don't need to remind me. I'll protect you for life anyway, so be quiet."

        

        "Huh, really?"

        

        I expected her to have a meltdown at the mention of lifelong protection, but Karden surprisingly accepted it calmly.

        

        "Are you serious?"

        

        "A contract is sacred and must be upheld no matter what. I can take responsibility for someone like you easily enough."

        

        "I... see."

        

        Her serious attitude left me speechless.

        

        I could only awkwardly nod.

        

        Slide.

        

        Time had passed, and class was about to begin. Students gradually started entering the classroom.

        

        "Hello~"

        

        "Hi, Reni~"

        

        "Hello!"

        

        "Long time no see. Who's that next to you?"

        

        "Oh, just someone I know."

        

        "Hmm?"

        

        Surprisingly, Karden greeted everyone entering the classroom with a bright smile.

        

        The students seemed used to Karden's greetings, suggesting this wasn't new behavior.

        

        "Wait, since when have you been greeting people?"

        

        "I've been doing it consistently since I enrolled."

        

        "That's impressive..."

        

        She was diligent, contrary to the image of a demon.

        

        As more students gathered and the classroom filled, the professor entered through the door.

        

        The professor placed a thick book on the podium and turned on a magical voice amplifier.

        

        "Ahem, I'm sorry, but we'll be starting the curriculum from day one. First, page 4..."

        

        Breaking the unwritten rule that the first class should be a simple introduction, the professor immediately began the lesson.

        

        With my personal tutor who had reached the great heights of an Archmage, I didn't feel the need to focus on the class and instead looked around.

        

        Nod, nod.

        

        Not long after class started, some students were already dozing off, while others, like me, were staring into space, lost in thought.

        

        Judging by their attire, most of the students who were distracted or sleeping seemed to be nobles, while those focusing on the lesson were commoners.

        

        Indeed, those who are desperate work harder.

        

        Though there were exceptions like Karden, who was born with a diamond spoon yet studied with intense focus.

        

        Tap, tap, tap.

        

        Karden's eyes sparkled as she wrote in her notebook at an incredible speed.

        

        Peeking over, I saw she was writing down every word the professor said.

        

        She had even meticulously recorded the professor's casual jokes, which seemed a bit obsessive.

        

        I clicked my tongue at her obsession and twirled my pen.

        

        By the time Karden's new notebook was half-filled...

        

        "That concludes today's lesson. Make sure to practice when you return to your dormitory or home."

        

        The professor announced the end of the boring class.

        

        I immediately packed my bag and stood up.

        

      

      
        "See you tomorrow, Master~"

        

        "Yeah..."

        

        Karden also stood up, apparently having no more classes for the day.

        

        "..."

        "..."

        

        On the way out of the Magic Faculty building.

        

        We had clearly said our goodbyes, but our paths overlapped as we left the building.

        

        It was awkward to be walking together after already saying goodbye.

        

        [Going down.]

        

        The elevator, usually crowded with people, was strangely empty.

        

        Just the two of us, Karden and I, in the spacious elevator.

        

        Karden didn't say a word.

        

        Unable to bear the silence, I spoke up.

        

        "Master, do you live in the dormitory?"

        

        "Yes."

        

        "Are you going back without eating dinner?"

        

        I'd heard that since the academy only provided lunch, dormitory students had to buy their own dinner.

        

        "...I'm not eating."

        

        "Why?"

        

        "I've used up all my allowance for this month..."

        

        The daughter of the wealthiest Demon King couldn't eat because she had no money.

        

        Finding it hard to believe, I asked again.

        

        "But you offered me a blank check. Don't you have money in the bank?"

        

        Karden shook her head.

        

        "That money belongs to the Demon King's castle, so I can't use it for personal purposes. The only money I can use for myself is the allowance my father gives me."

        

        "Even though you, the Demon King's daughter, are starving?"

        

        "No exceptions."

        

        Karden was more honest than I had imagined.

        

        I continued, impressed.

        

        "...So what did you spend your allowance on?"

        

        "I used it all to hire a bandit group."

        

        I remembered the bandit group that had scattered in panic after one magic blast.

        

        I doubted a mere bandit group, not even an elite mercenary unit, would be expensive enough to drain the Demon King's daughter's allowance.

        

        "How much did you pay them?"

        

        "20,000 gold."

        

        I was speechless.

        

        Kani, the high-quality talent who had been the head maid of a count's household (though not anymore), earned 50 gold per month.

        

        It made no sense that a bandit group that panicked at a single spell would cost that much.

        

        "Master, I think you were scammed."

        

        "Huh? I thought it was cheap."

        

        "...Why did you think it was cheap?"

        

        "They were risking their lives. You have to pay for that."

        

        "..."

        

        Apparently, our master had a progressive mindset that jobs involving life-threatening risks deserved additional compensation, which was ahead of her time.

        

        It was surprising that the Demon King's daughter held such values.

        

        Perhaps the demon realm was actually a highly developed, advanced society?

        

        I sighed deeply and tugged at Karden's collar.

        

        "I'll buy you dinner. Let's eat together instead of starving."

        

        "Ugh, I don't want to eat with just you."

        

        "We'll eat with my maid, so don't worry."

        

        "In that case..."

        

        Karden was embarrassed but didn't refuse.

        

        She must have been hungry.

        

        "Follow me. Let's take the carriage together."

        

        Karden followed me obediently after I offered to buy her food.

        

        We exited the building together.

        

        "Oh!"

        

        As I came out of the Magic Faculty building, I flinched at the familiar face waiting in front.

        

        Marine was standing in front of the building with her arms crossed, giving a sharp look.

        

        "H-hi, Marine?"

        

        I felt like a criminal despite not having done anything wrong.

        

        I stammered a greeting.

        

        Marine glanced at Karden beside me and spoke with an icy tone.

        

        "Who's. That?"
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        "Who's that next to you?"

        

        Marine's sharp tone.

        

        My knees weakened as Marine, who always greeted me with a bright smile, now radiated such a sharp energy.

        

        'Did something bad happen?'

        

        I couldn't think of any reason why Marine, who always treated me so kindly, would be this hostile.

        

        Kani, standing behind Marine, was nervously glancing around, clearly intimidated by Marine's fierce demeanor.

        

        "Just a friend from the magic department."

        

        I couldn't possibly say she was my master, so I made up something plausible.

        

        "Yes, just friends."

        

        Carden also turned on her sweet Reni mode, smiling brightly as she confirmed my statement.

        

        "Hmm."

        

        Marine's expression showed clear disapproval.

        

        "Fine. Then goodbye."

        

        Marine gave Carden a halfhearted wave and grabbed my hand.

        

        "Hendel, I know a great restaurant. Let's have dinner together."

        

        Though she seemed to be pulling me lightly, being a student of the Knight Department, her strength was no joke.

        

        "W-wait."

        

        Marine stared at me expressionlessly.

        

        "What?"

        

        "Actually, I already promised to have dinner with Card—I mean, Reni."

        

        Maybe it was my imagination, but it felt like intense lasers were shooting from Marine's eyes.

        

        After staring at me for a while, Marine shifted her gaze to Carden.

        

        "Sorry, can I borrow Hendel for a bit?"

        

        What's wrong with her?

        

        I stood in front of Carden, blocking Marine's gaze.

        

        "Marine, that's not right. I promised Reni first."

        

        Marine looked thoroughly upset, but I couldn't for the life of me understand why she was so angry.

        

        "..."

        

        Marine stared at me intently.

        

        I held her gaze without backing down.

        

        "Huff."

        

        Finally deciding to take a step back, Marine let out a short sigh and averted her eyes.

        

        "Really, just friends, right?"

        

        Marine looked back and forth between me and Carden.

        

        In truth, we weren't friends but had a master-servant relationship.

        

        Sensing that revealing this fact would likely trigger a massive storm, I desperately maintained my composure.

        

        "That's what I said, isn't it?"

        

        "...Follow me. Let's eat together."

        

        Marine turned away and took the lead.

        

        Kani pointed to herself, silently asking what she should do.

        

        I gestured for her to follow us.

        

        Kani timidly approached and hid behind me.

        

        "Scary..."

        

        I wonder what happened while I was gone. She was trembling.

        

        "Did something happen while I was away?"

        

        Being perceptive enough, I noticed that Kani's trembling was because of Marine.

        

        After stealing a glance at Marine's back, Kani shook her head.

        

        "N-nothing happened."

        

        'That's definitely the response of someone who experienced something.'

        

        Perhaps because we hadn't met for several months, but the last time I saw Marine, she seemed more dependent than before, which had left me feeling slightly uneasy.

      

      
        

        It seems I'll need to set aside a day to investigate what's been going on.

        

        ***

        

        Academy Premium Restaurant.

        

        "..."

        

        "..."

        

        As expected from a restaurant recommended by Marine, the food was truly excellent.

        

        The steak was cooked to perfection, and the accompanying french fries were applause-worthy.

        

        The problem was that the atmosphere, arguably the most important aspect of dining, was frigid.

        

        Marine hadn't uttered a single word throughout the meal, and Carden, entranced by the food, was busy filling her stomach without a care.

        

        Surprisingly sensitive to social cues, Kani looked miserable, clearly suffering in this tense atmosphere.

        

        It's strange how she's so attuned to others' feelings yet never seems to read mine.

        

        "Excuse me."

        

        A waiter in elegant formal attire demonstrated the impressive feat of carrying four dishes on a single tray.

        

        "Belgian chocolate yokan with pistachio ice cream."

        

        The waiter set down the tray with practiced skill.

        

        As he was placing the tray down slowly and elegantly, he caught Marine's eye and flinched, suddenly speeding up his movements.

        

        "P-please enjoy your meal!"

        

        After quickly finishing the setup, the waiter bowed his head and scurried away.

        

        The soft chocolate yokan looked incredibly delicious.

        

        Marine, the cause of the table's chilly atmosphere, poked at her yokan with a sullen expression before tilting her fork to cut off a bite-sized piece.

        

        Since childhood, Marine would always cheer up when given sweets, no matter how bad her mood was, so I hoped it would work this time too.

        

        Marine savored the yokan, chewing thoughtfully.

        

        She seemed satisfied with the food, but her sullen expression remained unchanged.

        

        I discreetly rolled my eyes to check the reactions of the other women.

        

        Carden, of course, was eating diligently, unbothered by the atmosphere.

        

        But Kani looked like she might choke from the oppressive mood.

        

        'I should help her out.'

        

        She couldn't even eat properly because of the tension; I wanted to at least let her enjoy her dessert in peace.

        

        Tap tap.

        

        I touched Marine's shoulder, who was sitting right next to me.

        

        Her cold expression softened slightly when our eyes met.

        

        "What?"

        

        "Want to step outside for some fresh air?"

        

        Marine's blue eyes stared at me intently.

        

        "Just the two of us?"

        

        "Yes."

        

        Marine's face brightened subtly.

        

        She stood up before I could even rise from my seat.

        

        I was about to tell her to finish her easily-melting ice cream first, but her tray was already empty.

        

        Amazed at the remarkable speed with which Marine had devoured her dessert, I placed one ice cream and one chocolate yokan each in front of Kani and Carden.

        

        Carden, who had already finished her dessert even faster than Marine and was now licking her lips, brightened her eyes, while Kani looked puzzled.

        

        "I'll be stepping out for a bit, so eat my portion too."

        

        Carden's eyes sparkled.

        

        At that moment.

        

        Swoosh!

        

        Marine snatched the ice cream and yokan with lightning speed.

        

        "Huh?"

        

        Carden looked bewildered.

        

        True to her physical prowess, Marine smoothly and efficiently stuffed both the ice cream and yokan into her mouth simultaneously.

        

        "De...licious."

        

      

      
        Her words were slurred as the cold ice cream numbed her mouth.

        

        Kani let out an incredulous laugh, while Carden trembled, seemingly on the verge of tears at having her food taken away.

        

        Marine completely ignored Carden and smiled brightly at me.

        

        "Let's go quickly, I feel so stuffy in here."

        

        ***

        

        Having devoured countless romance novels, Kani (a lifelong single) prided herself on being a love expert.

        

        In fact, many maids had successfully married thanks to her advice.

        

        Some even sought her counsel on married life afterward.

        

        Despite Kani herself being perpetually single (with Hendel being the only man whose hand she'd ever held).

        

        Regardless of her personal romantic experience, the self-proclaimed love expert Kani had naturally noticed Marine's feelings from the beginning.

        

        A devoted love for one man since the age of eight.

        

        With the childhood friend attribute on top of that.

        

        As an avid reader of romance novels, Kani couldn't help but support this combination.

        

        'Ah, how did I end up like this?'

        

        But at some point.

        

        Her firm support for the Hendel x Marine pairing began to crack.

        

        In front of the young master, she could remove her uncomfortable mask and show her true self.

        

        The conversations she shared with him had evolved from merely enjoyable to genuinely happy.

        

        She came to admire how his brilliant ideas unfolded into reality one by one.

        

        Embarrassingly, she had even spent nights indulging in impure fantasies about him.

        

        Once, watching the young master and Lady Marine engage in friendly conversation had been healing for her, but at some point, it became painful instead.

        

        She wasn't like the dense female protagonists in romance novels.

        

        She was acutely aware of her own feelings.

        

        Dairy, a small village at the western edge of Count Edgar's territory.

        

        Born to ordinary parents, she had been just a simple country girl.

        

        Yet she had fallen for the young master, the future head of the count's family and a renowned inventor across the continent.

        

        'Why did I dream of a love that could never be...'

        

        The love between the wealthy future count and a commoner maid.

        

        It might work in a romance novel, but in reality, it was an impossible love.

        

        That's what she had thought until just now.

        

        'There's still a possibility.'

        

        But in the eyes of Kani, who had become a love expert through countless romance novels, she suddenly saw a path to victory.

        

        The young master thought Lady Marine had reformed, but she knew better.

        

        Lady Marine's true nature hadn't changed from her childhood.

        

        She was merely pretending to be innocent and harmless in front of the young master.

        

        Until now, Kani had seen no way to win against Marine, who put on a perfect act in front of the young master.

        

        But.

        

        Today, Lady Marine showed a chink in her armor for the first time.

        

        Seeing him emerge with a woman named Carden had clearly rattled Marine, causing her to reveal her true self to the young master.

        

        Though brief, Kani had clearly witnessed Hendel's strong reaction to seeing Marine's true nature.

        

        Kani wasn't foolish enough to miss such an opportunity.

        

        Lady Marine, who had started to view her as a competitor and keep her in check—perhaps due to feminine intuition.

        

        Until now, Kani had kept quiet and not resisted Marine in what seemed like an unwinnable battle.

        

        She had been content with occupying just a small part of the young master's world.

        

        But things would be different from now on.

        

        Kani clenched her fist.

        

        "Yokan... my yokan..."

        

        "...I'll order you some yokan."

        

        "Oh! Thank you!"

        

        First, she needed to appease this glutton of a woman.
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        *Whoosh~*

        

        The nights of September were starting to get chilly.

        

        Even I, who was less sensitive to cold and more sensitive to heat, felt the chill in the air.

        

        "Marine, aren't you cold?"

        

        I was worried that Marine might be cold wearing only her school uniform shirt, so I took off my school jacket.

        

        "I'm not col... I am cold."

        

        Marine, who was about to say she wasn't cold, changed her words when she saw I had already taken off my jacket.

        

        She seemed to be considerate, thinking it would be awkward to refuse after I had already removed my outer garment.

        

        "Hmm..."

        

        Why did such a considerate child act that way earlier?

        

        While I could somewhat understand her other actions, taking away the desserts she had given to Cani and Carden was, without excuse, Marine's mischief.

        

        I first draped my school jacket over Marine's shoulders.

        

        Her cheeks turned red, seemingly embarrassed.

        

        "Sniff, sniff..."

        

        Marine, with reddened cheeks, was even sniffing the jacket.

        

        Wondering if it smelled, I asked her.

        

        "What's wrong? Does it smell?"

        

        When I had checked, the jacket didn't have any particular odor, but isn't it said that one can't easily detect their own scent?

        

        I should have sprayed some fabric freshener before handing it over.

        

        Regret washed over me belatedly.

        

        "Mmm... it smells like Hendel."

        

        Damn.

        

        Marine continued sniffing even while saying it smelled like me.

        

        "Um... why do you keep smelling it...?"

        

        "I like Hendel's scent."

        

        I tried smelling myself to see if my scent was really that fragrant, but I couldn't detect any particular aroma.

        

        "Sniff, sniff."

        

        Now Marine was openly burying her nose in the jacket.

        

        Unable to bear the embarrassment, I reached out my hand.

        

        "If you're just going to keep smelling it, give the jacket back."

        

        "No, Hendel gave it to me. Taking back what you've given is bad."

        

        She clutched the jacket draped over her shoulders tightly, as if afraid I'd take it back.

        

        Seeing how reluctant she was to return it, I gave up on getting it back.

        

        'Well, she'll return it when we head back anyway.'

        

        Marine, holding the jacket preciously, seemed to be in a better mood now.

        

        "Marine."

        

        "Yes?"

        

        Marine and I looked up at the stars, which appeared bright due to the clear air.

        

        "Why did you act like that earlier?"

        

        "..."

        

        Marine remained silent, looking at the ground as if choosing her words.

        

        "To be honest, I was very disappointed by your behavior earlier."

        

        It hurt my heart to say such things to my precious Marine, but I needed to firmly scold her for her wrong actions.

        

        Although I thought Marine's villainess route had essentially been eliminated, I wanted to block even the slightest possibility that might remain.

        

        Marine seemed quite shocked by my words of disappointment.

        

        Her eyes trembled.

        

        My resolve wavered.

        

        But if I faltered here, nothing would be accomplished.

        

        I spoke firmly.

        

        "Promise me you won't behave like that again."

        

        "..."

        

        "Promise me you'll be kind to others, not just to me. Marine."

        

        Marine's eyes grew moist.

        

        She probably never imagined I would scold her.

        

        "O...kay..."

      

      
        

        Marine answered dejectedly.

        

        Seeing her dejected state made my heart soften again.

        

        I stroked Marine's soft blonde hair and said:

        

        "Is that a promise?"

        

        "Y-yes! I'll apologize to both of them when we get back!"

        

        "Good, let's go back."

        

        Marine naturally took my hand.

        

        "..."

        

        I thought she was well past the age of holding hands now that she was an academy student.

        

        I considered bringing it up but quietly swallowed my words.

        

        Having just scolded Marine, it didn't seem like the right timing.

        

        On our way back to the dining hall, holding hands.

        

        I couldn't see Marine's expression as she was looking straight ahead.

        

        I glanced at a convex mirror installed by the roadside to help carriage traffic.

        

        Marine was smiling brightly.

        

        ***

        

        First day of the second year, first semester at the academy.

        

        Marine was happy that her long-awaited academy life with Hendel was finally beginning.

        

        Usually, she just wore her uniform and refused makeup from the maids, but today she willingly accepted light makeup.

        

        Just light, not heavy.

        

        Hendel had a strangely conservative side and wouldn't like her wearing heavy makeup.

        

        "Young lady, will you be wearing this skirt again today?"

        

        A maid brought the skirt that Marine had intentionally altered to be longer, as she disliked exposing her bare legs to anyone other than Hendel.

        

        "No, give me the shorter one."

        

        "Pardon?"

        

        "Pardon?"

        

        Marine greatly disliked when her instructions were met with questions.

        

        The maid, belatedly realizing her mistake, repeatedly bowed her head.

        

        "I'm... I'm sorry."

        

        "Haa..."

        

        Marine looked at the maid with cold eyes before letting out a short sigh.

        

        Normally, she would have scolded her more, but today was the joyous day of meeting Hendel.

        

        Marine decided to let it slide just this once.

        

        The wind came in through the short skirt.

        

        'It does feel a bit empty.'

        

        Marine grabbed a blanket and headed to the academy.

        

        During the boring class time.

        

        Having already surpassed most professors' level of expertise, Marine listened to the lectures with one ear and let it out the other.

        

        The professors also preferred her not paying attention.

        

        As professors, their credibility would crumble if their understanding of swordsmanship was inferior to a student's.

        

        With countless sentences uttered daily, they were bound to make mistakes or encounter areas they weren't familiar with.

        

        How wounded would their pride be if Marine pointed these out?

        

        With this mutual understanding, Marine spent the entire class thinking about Hendel.

        

        "Um... Lady Marine, I baked some cookies. Would you like some?"

        

        'Here we go again.'

        

        Students who had observed her for a year now knew her personality and dared not approach her.

        

        They would rather avoid her.

        

        Marine preferred it that way.

        

        Students always left the back row empty, which had become Marine's exclusive seat, and didn't bother sitting next to her hoping for favors.

        

        Except for one person.

        

        Marine looked with disgust at Serina, a second-year knight department student who was timidly offering cookies.

        

        "You. How many times do I have to tell you? This is the third time I've warned you not to keep clinging to me."

        

        Serina, second year of the knight department.

        

        With her pink bob haircut, she was arguably the biggest outcast in the knight department.

        

        A commoner from the marketplace who displayed exceptional swordsmanship skills and entered the knight department, which was mostly populated by nobles.

        

      

      
        As if drugged, she had seduced the Second Prince and the future Blue Tower Master within a week of school starting.

        

        But as they say, a protruding stone gets hammered down.

        

        She became an outcast just a month after school began.

        

        While being a commoner with exceptional talent contributed to her ostracism, the main factor was the jealousy of noble ladies.

        

        Particularly, the bullying was led by Lady Danilen of the Viscount family, who had been proclaiming since the beginning of school that the Second Prince was hers.

        

        Marine had turned a blind eye as long as they didn't bother her or Hendel.

        

        The problem was that those stupid girls started crossing the line.

        

        At first, the group had been cautious around Marine and didn't bully Serina in front of her, but at some point, they began their vulgar acts even in the classroom.

        

        Throwing rags at her, making her inhale chalk dust, and other forms of harassment.

        

        When these idiotic girls disturbed her, Marine, as she always did, thoroughly punished them.

        

        And since then, this annoying pink-haired girl had been bringing cookies every day.

        

        "B-but the cookies I bake are really delicious! Even the Second Prince acknowledges it!"

        

        "I don't care. Just go away."

        

        She hadn't said much until now because while Serina was annoying, she didn't cause any harm.

        

        But on this joyous day of meeting Hendel, she continued to be a nuisance.

        

        Marine exploded and threw the cookie basket.

        

        *Crunch, crunch.*

        

        Rabbit-shaped cookies rolled on the floor.

        

        Serina hurriedly bent down to pick them up.

        

        "Heh."

        

        "Haha."

        

        Nobles laughed at Serina as she knelt on the floor picking up cookies.

        

        Marine flinched.

        

        Serina moved away from her with a gloomy expression.

        

        Marine felt a twinge of concern but ignored it.

        

        Right now, Hendel, whom she would meet later, was more important to her.

        

        "Class dismissed."

        

        Marine, who had been spinning a pen in the back row alone, reflexively stood up at the announcement of the end of class.

        

        *Tap, tap, tap.*

        

        Marine dashed out of the building at an astonishing speed.

        

        She had already figured out which subjects Hendel had registered for.

        

        According to her calculations, if she ran to the magic department right after class, she could meet Hendel just in time.

        

        Marine crossed the academy at a monstrous speed.

        

        She covered a 10-minute walking distance in just 2 minutes without stopping.

        

        In front of the magic department building, Fox #1, who dared to target Hendel, was waiting with a carriage.

        

        Fortunately, it seemed Hendel hadn't come out yet.

        

        "Young lady?"

        

        The red-haired maid opened her eyes wide.

        

        Pretending to be innocent but secretly eyeing Hendel, the cunning woman.

        

        Finding her unpleasant just by looking at her, Marine spoke without even facing her.

        

        "I'll take Hendel with me, so you can go back."

        

        "Pardon? But the young master told me to wait..."

        

        She must have forgotten that I hate backtalk, despite being scolded countless times before.

        

        "Go when I tell you to go."

        

        Marine growled at Cani.

        

        At that moment, she sensed Hendel's magical energy.

        

        Immediately, Marine relaxed her expression and put on a smile.

        

        She always needed to show a bright face to Hendel.

        

        As the magical response grew closer, Hendel appeared.

        

        He looked so handsome in his school uniform.

        

        The problem was...

        

        'Who is that woman beside him?'

        

        There was a woman clinging to Hendel and acting coquettishly.

        

        Her chest looked three times bigger than Marine's.

        

        'Surely not?'

        

        The light of reason disappeared from Marine's eyes.
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        "Just a friend from the magic department."

        

        Though Hendel was speaking nonchalantly, the brown-haired woman beside him kept glancing at him nervously.

        

        Marine's trained intuition told her that the relationship between the brown-haired woman and Hendel was certainly more than just friendship.

        

        The brown-haired woman, who had been watching her surroundings cautiously, suddenly changed her expression.

        

        It was a dramatic transformation, like putting on a mask.

        Marine heightened her vigilance even more.

        

        "Yes, we're just friends."

        

        Marine didn't believe that Hendel had made friends on the first day of school.

        Of course, Marine liked Hendel, but objectively speaking, Hendel had a peculiar personality.

        His way of thinking too.

        It seemed impossible that he would make friends on the first day.

        Especially a female friend.

        

        Therefore, that woman's words were lies.

        

        She had heard that as the Edgar family's influence grew, the number of women proposing to Hendel had increased dramatically.

        

        Surely she must be a vixen after the Edgar family's wealth.

        

        For the sake of innocent Hendel, she needed to drive her away as soon as possible.

        

        But then...

        

        "Marine, that's not right. Reni was the one I made plans with first."

        

        'Why on earth?'

        

        Hendel was strangely protective of the brown-haired woman named Reni.

        

        Dark emotions began to well up inside her.

        

        'No, I must control myself.'

        

        She wanted to pour out these boiling emotions, but she feared Hendel's gaze if she did.

        

        So Marine, holding herself back, decided to compromise.

        "...Come along, let's eat together."

        While biting her lip.

        

        The restaurant she had researched for weeks to go with Hendel.

        If things had gone according to Marine's plan, she would be having a sweet, happy meal alone with Hendel by now.

        But...

        

        "Chomp, chomp."

        

        "Nom, nom."

        

        Two unwelcome guests had intruded.

        

        Her hands trembled.

        

        She wanted to scream at them to stop interrupting her meal with Hendel.

        

        'Be patient, be patient, be patient.'

        She tried to calm herself by recalling happy memories.

        The memory of holding Hendel's hand.

        The memory of embracing Hendel.

        The memory of promising engagement with Hendel.

        Though they had only exchanged engagement rings, and no formal engagement had taken place.

        Since Hendel hadn't rejected the engagement ring, Marine considered herself practically engaged to him.

        

        Tap, tap.

        

        A touch on her shoulder.

        

        Hendel was looking at her.

        

        Seeing Hendel's caring face, the emotions that had been stirred up by those vixens began to subside.

        

        "Shall we get some fresh air?"

        

        "Just the two of us?"

        

        "Yes."

        

        So Hendel must have been uncomfortable with those vixens too.

        

        Marine rose from her seat with a happy smile.

        

        At that moment, Hendel placed his dessert in front of the vixens.

        

        The dessert she had carefully selected after days of research for Hendel.

        

        The thought of it going into those women's stomachs made her blood boil.

        

        Marine's body moved before her brain could process.

        

        "De...licious."

        

        The ice cream was too cold to taste properly, but she was satisfied seeing the shocked expressions of the two vixens.

        

        ***

        

        On a chilly autumn evening.

        

        Marine smiled happily as she felt Hendel's subtle scent from his jacket.

        

        A man who gives his jacket to his woman because she might be cold.

        

        Such a tender, lover-like gesture.

        

        Marine wished time would stand still.

        

        But happiness didn't last long.

        

        "To be honest, I was very disappointed by your behavior earlier."

        

        Hendel, who had been smiling kindly, suddenly changed and began to question her.

        

        Only then did Marine's reason return, and she began to think about how her earlier actions must have appeared to Hendel.

        

        'Damn, damn, damn. I should have been more composed.'

      

      
        

        With one mistake, the tower she had carefully built over time was about to collapse.

        

        Marine wracked her brain for an excuse.

        

        Before Marine could come up with something, Hendel spoke first.

        

        "Promise me you won't behave like that again."

        

        Having grown up under Hendel's care since childhood, Marine recognized that Hendel was trying to forgive her.

        

        Marine's brain quickly suggested the optimal course of action for the current situation.

        For now, she needed to show remorse and sadness to appeal to Hendel's sympathy.

        

        'Sad thoughts, sad thoughts.'

        

        Imagining being rejected by Hendel, imagining Hendel dying.

        

        As all sorts of negative thoughts came to mind, tears welled up in her eyes.

        

        "I... understand..."

        

        She answered as mournfully as possible.

        

        Hendel looked at her with pity, seemingly fooled.

        

        Too easy.

        Hendel was so innocent that she would probably have to protect him for life.

        

        Marine smiled slyly where Hendel couldn't see.

        

        ***

        

        Clippity-clop, clippity-clop.

        

        Late at night. A carriage racing along with the sound of hoofbeats.

        

        After apologizing to Carden and Cani with a 90-degree bow, Marine returned to the dormitory first, and I decided to take Carden to his dormitory before returning home.

        

        Since the academy had separate dormitories for each department, Carden's dormitory was located on the opposite side from Marine's.

        

        Munch, munch.

        

        While I couldn't eat anything in the bumpy carriage, Carden was casually eating chocolate yokan.

        

        When I returned after settling things with Marine, Carden was already on his fifth yokan that Cani had bought him.

        

        After that, Marine gave Carden 20 more yokan as an apology gift.

        

        I thought he would save them since he claimed to have no money, but at this rate, he seemed likely to finish them all in the carriage.

        

        "Master, eat more slowly."

        

        Carden thought for a moment while munching on yokan, then held one out to me.

        

        "Eat."

        

        "..."

        

        He must have thought I was envious of his yokan.

        

        I sighed, took the yokan, and put it in Carden's mouth.

        

        Munch, munch.

        

        How does he eat so many sweets without getting a blood sugar spike?

        

        As I was watching Carden eat, I felt someone's gaze and turned my head.

        

        Cani, sitting in a corner, was looking at me with a strange expression.

        

        "What?"

        

        "...Why do you call that person 'master'?"

        

        Ah, I hadn't told Cani.

        

        "Cough, cough."

        

        As I patted Carden's back, who seemed to be choking on yokan, I said:

        

        "We made a contract, so he's my master now."

        

        "...It doesn't look like a master-servant relationship at all..."

        

        "Well, just think of it as a game."

        

        "Hmm..."

        

        Cani puffed her cheeks, seemingly dissatisfied.

        

        Ah, perhaps she was unhappy that I hadn't reimbursed her for the yokan she bought for Carden.

        

        I took out my wallet from my pocket and handed over whatever I grabbed.

        

        By the feel of it, it was probably about 20 gold.

        

        "That's not it."

        

        Wow, Cani refusing extra money.

        

        What's going on? Was there something wrong with the food?

        

        I got up from my seat and sat next to Cani.

        A pleasant scent of flesh wafted over.

        

        "What's wrong? What are you unhappy about?"

        

        She was an impertinent maid, but she rarely sulked like this.

        

        "I want to be called 'master' too."

        

        "...Are you crazy?"

        

        It seems Cani has finally given up on thinking.

        

        "Why not! You call a woman you just met today 'master,' but not me who has taken care of young master for over 10 years!"

        

        "I don't particularly want to call him 'master' either."

        

      

      
        "Hic..."

        

        "And you didn't take care of me; I took care of you."

        

        "I even saved your life."

        

        Cani grumbled.

        

        I wonder how long she's going to milk that episode.

        

        "She wants it so badly, why not give in just once?"

        

        Even Carden, who had already finished all the yokan, chimed in.

        

        'This is getting ridiculous.'

        

        Carden's eyes were sparkling like a housewife watching an interesting drama.

        

        The paradoxical situation of a maid demanding to be called 'master' by her master.

        

        The world is turning upside down.

        

        "Just once! Just once!"

        

        Carden clapped his hands, enjoying my predicament.

        

        Cani looked at me with bright, expectant eyes.

        

        With the two of them creating such an atmosphere, it was hard to refuse.

        

        I struggled to push away Cani, who was creeping closer along the floor.

        

        "Fine, I'll call you that, so stop."

        

        "Really?"

        

        Cani opened her eyes wide, despite being the one who made the request.

        

        Ugh, my pride is hurt.

        

        I feel like giving up.

        

        But having already promised to call her 'master,' I couldn't back out.

        

        How can I make this feel natural?

        

        "Hurry, hurry."

        

        Cani urged.

        

        I give up.

        

        "Master..."

        

        I feel like my masculinity is being shredded.

        

        "Haah..."

        

        Cani let out a sensual sigh.

        

        It made me cringe.

        

        Is being called 'master' really that pleasurable?

        

        I, who heard it every day, felt nothing special, but Cani seemed extremely excited after being called 'master' just once.

        

        'What the... this is scary.'

        

        "Hehe... it feels so good."

        

        Cani crawled toward me again, ignoring that I had already pushed her away once.

        

        The madness in her eyes suggested that words wouldn't work.

        I pushed her away again to block her approach.

        

        Perhaps because of being repeatedly rejected? Cani frowned.

        

        "Alright. Just once! If you call me 'master' just one more time, I'll back off!"

        

        Cani started negotiating on her own terms.

        

        "Really?"

        

        "Of course! On my honor as Cani!"

        

        Cani's honor.

        

        It wasn't a particularly trustworthy collateral.

        

        "Come on, young master, just once..."

        

        Thinking she might persuade me, Cani changed tactics and started acting cute.

        

        This maid was even subtly pushing her chest forward.

        

        She seems to have learned only bad things from somewhere.

        

        Bonk.

        

        "Ouch."

        

        I gave her a light tap on the head.

        

        "Will you do it?"

        

        "Tch."

        

        I almost instinctively slapped her plump thigh.

        Fortunately, at the last moment, I remembered that Cani was a pervert who got excited when her thighs were hit.

        My hand changed its target from Cani's thigh to her head.

        

        "Hmph, young master is mean..."

        

        "Sigh..."

        

        I had thought she was a bit admirable for discreetly buying yokan for Carden when they were alone, but she's creeping up on me like a ghost.

        

        What should I do with this troublemaker?

        Maybe I should just kick her out of the carriage.
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        The next morning.

        

        I arrived at the Magic Department, dragging my tired body from the early morning.

        

        Coincidentally, Carden with his kind Reni Mode activated was chatting with his friends nearby.

        

        "Hello, Master?"

        

        "..."

        

        "Did she say 'Master'...?"

        

        "What's going on...?"

        

        Carden's friends whispered among themselves.

        

        Carden panicked and became flustered.

        

        Mission accomplished.

        

        "Come with me for a moment."

        

        Carden pulled my sleeve and led me into an empty classroom nearby.

        

        Leaving behind his friends' curious gazes.

        

        "Are you crazy?"

        

        Carden's attitude changed the moment he closed the door.

        

        "Why? You are my master, aren't you?"

        

        "Well... yes, but..."

        

        "Then it's settled."

        

        As I tried to leave the classroom, Carden grabbed me.

        

        "D-don't tell me you're going to keep calling me 'Master' in front of others?"

        

        "Of course. You are my master, after all."

        

        "...Please, don't do that."

        

        Carden desperately held my hand.

        

        Actually, I wasn't being serious since I also wanted Carden to graduate safely.

        

        "If you attend classes for me today."

        

        When I asked about his schedule yesterday, coincidentally all our classes overlapped.

        

        I couldn't miss this opportunity.

        

        "But... attending classes for someone else is cheating..."

        

        The daughter of the Demon King, afraid of something as trivial as proxy attendance.

        

        She seems too soft to become a Demon King.

        

        I should add another carrot.

        

        "I'll buy you dinner tonight."

        

        "...For a week."

        

        "Fine, for a week."

        

        Carden nodded.

        

        I immediately left the Magic Department building.

        

        Today's goal: monitor Marine.

        

        I need to see with my own eyes how Marine usually lives.

        

        "Kyaa."

        

        "Hahaha."

        

        Perhaps because the weather was nice, the campus seemed to have an unusually high proportion of couples today.

        

        'Tsk, they'll end up marrying for family connections anyway.'

        

        Feeling a bit envious, I quickened my pace.

        

        The Knight Department building appeared in the distance.

        

        It was certainly grand, befitting its large student body, but definitely shabbier compared to our Magic Department building.

        

        Even the Administration Department building was more magnificent.

        

        "Flower Pollen Veil."

        

        Marine's magic detection ability had been exceptional since childhood.

        

        Not knowing this, I always lost at hide-and-seek.

        

        Now that she's older, her abilities would have only improved, not deteriorated.

        

        So before following Marine, I concealed my magical power first.

        

        Due to my lack of proficiency, I could only maintain it for six hours, but Ghost the Archmage assured me that no one below Archmage level could detect my magic.

        

        With my magic completely hidden, I confidently entered the building.

        

      

      
        Knight Department students bustled about busily.

        

        Compared to the frail students of the Magic Department, the robust Knight Department students made me feel slightly intimidated.

        

        'Hmm, where should I go?'

        

        I came here boldly, but now I wasn't sure where to head.

        

        I couldn't just grab someone passing by and ask about Marine's whereabouts—that would defeat the purpose of sneaking in.

        

        'I might as well look around the building while I'm at it.'

        

        Since standing still wouldn't accomplish anything, I started moving.

        

        "Hyah!"

        

        "Chiyaaah!"

        

        The Knight Department building was half classrooms, half training grounds.

        

        Since they had more physical classes, many classrooms were empty while the training grounds were all packed with frightening battle cries echoing from them.

        

        Was it my imagination, or did it smell a bit like sweat?

        

        Feeling slightly intimidated, I sat down in a nearby rest area.

        

        Glancing at the coffee machine, I saw that this simple-minded Knight Department only offered two types.

        

        [Coffee]

        [Sweet Coffee]

        

        Good heavens.

        

        No matter how uncultured the Knight Department was, most students were from noble families—only two options?

        

        Terrifying.

        

        "Serina, the Imperial Palace sent some tea with a wonderful aroma. Would you like to appreciate its fragrance together after class if you have time?"

        

        "I just received the new cola from Carde Magic Tower at our tower. Want to have a drink together?"

        

        Cola?

        

        I looked toward the familiar word.

        

        "Haha. Thank you for the offer... but I have to go work at that time..."

        

        There was a girl with short pink hair walking with two unnecessarily sleazy-looking men.

        

        'Sigh, typical Knight Department. Everyone's desperate for romance.'

        

        The pink-haired girl was clearly showing her discomfort, but the two sleazy men showed no signs of leaving.

        

        "Pfft!"

        

        While looking contemptuously at the two men who couldn't take a hint, I accidentally spat out my coffee.

        

        The blonde man had the imperial emblem on his uniform, and the blue-haired man wore a cape symbolizing the Blue Magic Tower.

        

        I recalled the conversation between merchants before entering the capital.

        

        I thought it was just a baseless rumor then, but seeing it with my own eyes, I believed what those merchants said.

        

        She exuded the powerful aura of a romance fantasy novel protagonist.

        

        A commoner with pink hair, with high nobles obsessively pursuing her?

        

        It was practically confirmed.

        

        I needed to change my target.

        

        While confirming Marine's whereabouts was important, I could do that anytime.

        

        Tracking this world's protagonist took priority.

        

        Though I concealed my magic, I couldn't hide my physical presence.

        

        So I followed their group while trying to control even my breathing.

        

        Tracking them wasn't difficult.

        

        I lost sight of them a few times while hiding, but that combination attracted so much attention that I could easily find them again.

        

        Following them led me to a kitchen.

        

        "You can't cook, you know. Please leave now!"

        

        Standing at the kitchen door, Serina firmly dismissed them.

        

        A woman being so assertive in front of a prince and a future Magic Tower Master.

        

        Even her personality was typical of a romance fantasy protagonist.

        

        "Ugh... alright."

        

        "I guess we have no choice."

        

        The two men retreated obediently.

        

        "Sigh..."

        

        Serina exhaled tiredly after the two men disappeared.

        

        Then she entered the kitchen.

        

        'Hmm... should I go in too?'

        

        It would be suspicious to enter a kitchen without cooking skills, but...

      

      
        

        I've developed some culinary knowledge through my collaboration with Carde Magic Tower.

        

        If asked why a Magic Department student came all the way to the Knight Department...

        

        Well, I could say the Magic Department doesn't have a kitchen, and I really wanted to cook.

        

        I confidently opened the kitchen door and entered.

        

        Serina glanced at me.

        

        I glanced back at her.

        

        Serina was peeling apples, and judging by the ingredients, she seemed to be making an apple pie.

        

        The dough was already prepared.

        

        I looked around at the ingredients available in the kitchen.

        

        The kitchen was well-stocked with various ingredients.

        

        'What should I make?'

        

        Not having planned any specific dish, I was undecided.

        

        Since Serina's hobby seemed to be baking, I wanted to make something in that area.

        

        'A dessert that women like...'

        

        Suddenly, my eyes caught some croissants in a small box.

        

        [Eat when hungry!!!]

        

        The box was decorated with a cute rabbit drawing.

        

        Seeing my interest in the croissants, Serina forgot about peeling apples and stared intently, suggesting she had made them.

        

        Since I had the ingredients, it seemed appropriate to show her a modern taste.

        

        I took all the croissants out of the box.

        

        Thinking I was going to eat them, Serina smiled brightly.

        

        She seemed to be the type who enjoys feeding others more than eating herself.

        

        I took a knife and cut the baked croissants in half.

        

        What I intended to make was a croffle.

        

        Given its success among the flood of desserts in Korea, Serina would probably like it too.

        

        As I cut the croissants in half, she put down her ingredients, curious about what I was doing.

        

        The croissants were now halved.

        

        "Water."

        

        I used a simple 1st Circle magic to sprinkle water on the cut surfaces of the croissants.

        

        Although my magical efficiency for other spells was reduced due to specializing in Archmage magic, I could still use 1st Circle magic without problems.

        

        The croissant surfaces became moist.

        

        While using raw dough would be ideal for making croffles, making dough from scratch was too troublesome.

        

        I placed the croissants into a waffle maker that somehow existed here.

        

        "Huh?!"

        

        Serina was shocked by my unexpected action.

        

        She hurried over and tried to stop me from pressing down the waffle maker.

        

        "W-what are you doing?"

        

        "Trust me."

        

        "No, that's weird!"

        

        Pioneers are always doubted.

        

        I brushed off Serina's attempt to stop me and pressed down the waffle maker.

        

        Fssssh.

        

        "Kyaak!"

        

        Serina overreacted.

        

        After about a minute, I checked and found it properly cooked.

        

        A rich, savory aroma filled the kitchen.

        

        I plated it with vanilla ice cream and maple syrup that I had prepared in advance.

        

        "Try it."

        

        Looking suspicious, Serina cut the croffle into bite-sized pieces and put one in her mouth.

        

        "Wow..."

        

        Serina exclaimed in amazement.

        

        I grinned.

        

        "How is it? Good, right?"
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        After devouring her croffle with gusto, Serina declared, "Now that I've had something delicious, I need to get energized!"

        

        She threw herself into pie-making with burning determination.

        

        It was clear this wasn't her first attempt, as Serina skillfully shaped the pie with practiced hands.

        

        "You're really good at this," I complimented.

        

        She beamed in response.

        

        Ah, right. Serina and I had agreed to speak casually with each other.

        

        Serina, seemingly unaware of my background, had suggested we drop the formalities first.

        

        Usually, people who know my background find it difficult to approach me.

        

        Or perhaps she's just become desensitized to high nobility after dealing with the Crown Prince and the future Archmage.

        

        Ding~

        

        The apple pie emerged from the oven, looking absolutely delectable.

        

        It was quite a substantial amount to have made just as a hobby.

        

        Perhaps she intended to share it with friends?

        

        Wearing adorable oven mitts, Serina placed the best-baked pie on a plate and handed it to me.

        

        "Try it."

        

        Crunch.

        

        A pleasant sweetness spread throughout my mouth.

        

        'Marine would love this.'

        

        The moment the pie entered my mouth, Marine was the first person who came to mind.

        

        Since childhood, Marine had been crazy about sweet foods, especially apple jam.

        

        I used to make her apple jam cookies quite often.

        

        Serina watched me eat the pie with satisfaction before taking a bite herself.

        

        "Mmm~"

        

        She smiled happily.

        

        I could feel her genuine love for baking.

        

        For a while, we ate the pie together in silence.

        

        My stomach was starting to feel full, but the mountain of apple pies showed no sign of diminishing.

        

        "What are you going to do with all of these?" I asked.

        

        "I'm planning to take them to Lady Marine."

        

        'Huh?'

        

        Why was Marine being mentioned here?

        

        I asked in bewilderment, "You mean Marine from the Knight Department?"

        

        "Yes, Lady Marine."

        

        What's going on?

        

        Did Marine already have a connection with Serina?

        

        Serina began placing the remaining apple pies in a basket.

        

        I decided to just observe her without saying much.

        

        "I'm going to visit Lady Marine now," she said.

        

        "Wait, do you know where Marine is?"

        

        "Marine...? Are you acquainted with Lady Marine?"

        

        "Yes, we're childhood friends."

        

        Serina's eyes widened.

        

        "Are you perhaps Sir Hendel?"

        

        "Yes, how did you know?"

        

        "Lady Marine always carries your portrait with her."

        

        She has my portrait?

        

        Marine does?

        

        "I didn't know that."

        

        "What perfect timing! Let's go together!"

        

        I recalled my original purpose.

        

        My goal was to observe Marine's behavior when I wasn't around.

        

        I shook my head.

        

        "No, I'll head back for today."

        

        "I... I see..."

        

        Her reaction was ambiguous, as if she had secretly hoped I would join her.

        

        "By the way, why are you being so formal? Just speak comfortably."

        

        "But... you're the son of a Count's family..."

        

        "You chase away the Crown Prince and the future Archmage, yet you're formal with me?"

        

        "..."

        

        Her expression soured at the mention of those two.

      

      
        

        Hmm... it seems those two will need to work harder if they want to win the heart of this novel's female protagonist.

        

        As we left the kitchen, Serina, with both hands full of apple pies, bowed her head.

        

        "Thank you for today!"

        

        "I told you to speak casually."

        

        "...Okay."

        

        After Serina disappeared, I quietly began to follow her.

        

        Seeing how Marine treats Serina might give me some clues.

        

        Serina walked with quick steps away from the Knight Department building.

        

        It seemed Marine wasn't in the Knight Department building after all.

        

        I had guessed wrong.

        

        Following this human Marine-detector, I witnessed some surprising scenes.

        

        Flutter, flutter.

        

        Leaves fell and naturally landed in Serina's hair.

        

        "Oh! Student there! You're the ten-thousandth student to pass by! Here's a gift!"

        

        "Wow, thank you!"

        

        She won a prize from a lottery shop event that other students suspected of probability manipulation.

        

        Chirp, chirp, chirp!

        

        Sparrows perched on her shoulders and sang.

        

        Meow, meow.

        

        A cat known for being finicky approached her smoothly, rubbing its face against her legs affectionately.

        

        'So this is what being a protagonist is like.'

        

        After following her for about ten minutes, my impression was that she was beloved by the world.

        

        When I tried to approach the cat that was being affectionate with her, it immediately threw a paw punch at me.

        

        Feeling slightly envious, I continued following her until we reached a spacious garden.

        

        Numerous flowers bloomed in the garden.

        

        As someone who handles flower and tree magic, I found it to be a peaceful space.

        

        I hadn't known such a place existed in the academy; I should visit more often.

        

        "Phew..."

        

        Upon entering the garden, Serina let out a short sigh as if steeling her resolve.

        

        Her hands trembled slightly, betraying her nervousness.

        

        "Hmm..."

        

        There's no reason to be nervous about meeting a friend.

        

        An ominous thought crossed my mind.

        

        'Could Serina be Marine's errand girl?'

        

        I already knew Marine was crazy about sweet foods.

        

        Perhaps Marine, with her sweet tooth, had ordered Serina to make and bring her sweet treats.

        

        I followed Serina, desperately hoping that wasn't the case.

        

        As we entered a narrow path, I saw Marine emotionlessly enjoying tea time.

        

        "Sunflower Rising."

        

        Sunflowers sprouted from the ground and bloomed toward the sun.

        

        I hid myself among the grown sunflowers.

        

        Serina approached hesitantly, holding the apple pies.

        

        Marine, who had been savoring her tea, glanced at Serina and let out a deep sigh.

        

        'As I thought, they're not close.'

        

        This was a good situation for me, as I wanted to see Marine's true self.

        

        "You're here again?"

        

        "I... I baked some apple pie... I thought Lady Marine might like it."

        

        Serina looked completely intimidated.

        

        Why would she seek out Marine if she was going to be this intimidated?

        

        It didn't seem like Marine had summoned her either.

        

        "Sigh... You. You still seem to be under a misunderstanding. I didn't crush those bugs because I like you."

        

        "..."

        

        "I crushed those bugs because they annoyed me. I dislike you. As a commoner, shouldn't you know your place and disappear from my sight?"

        

        "..."

        

        It was shocking.

        

        I had prepared myself mentally to some extent.

        

        But seeing it firsthand made my heart ache.

        

        "I understand... I won't bother Lady Marine anymore."

        

        "Good."

        

        "But could you please at least try this apple pie as a final request?"

        

      

      
        Marine maintained her expressionless face, but having known her for decades, I could tell she was conflicted.

        

        Well, the apple pie did look incredibly appetizing.

        

        "...Fine... I suppose I can do that much."

        

        Serina's face brightened.

        

        Fortunately, it seemed Marine didn't completely despise Serina.

        

        "This... this was made together with Sir Hendel..."

        

        I had only watched.

        

        She probably thought mentioning me would make Marine more receptive, knowing we were close.

        

        "What?"

        

        At that moment, the atmosphere turned frigid.

        

        Even I could feel the killing intent from a distance.

        

        Serina, who was right next to Marine, turned deathly pale.

        

        CRASH!

        

        Marine knocked over her chair irritably as she stood up.

        

        "Commoner. You'd better answer me properly."

        

        "Hiccup..."

        

        Serina's eyes darted around frantically.

        

        She clearly didn't understand what had angered Marine.

        

        I also couldn't figure out why Marine had such a sudden outburst.

        

        "I'm in a really bad mood right now. It would be best not to try making excuses."

        

        Serina, now pale-faced, nodded frantically.

        

        "Surely, Hendel must be a student of the Magic Department. How do you, a Knight Department student, know him?"

        

        "I... I first met him in the kitchen."

        

        "Why would Hendel enter the Knight Department's kitchen?"

        

        "He said he wanted to cook, but the Magic Department doesn't have a kitchen..."

        

        I subtly gathered my magical power, ready to intervene.

        

        If Marine tried to cross the line, I would step in immediately.

        

        'Please, don't cross the line.'

        

        I didn't understand why Marine was so angry, but as someone who genuinely cared for her, I didn't want to become her enemy.

        

        I swallowed hard, focusing on the conversation that followed.

        

        "When?"

        

        Marine interrogated Serina with cold eyes.

        

        Serina stammered her answer.

        

        "Just... just earlier... We were together until about 10 minutes ago..."

        

        BANG!

        

        Marine slammed her hand on the table forcefully.

        

        "Serina. I told you not to lie, didn't I?"

        

        "It's... it's true!"

        

        Marine gave a cold smile.

        

        "Hendel should be attending Mage Ethics class right now. Can you give me a plausible explanation for why Hendel, who should be in class, was in the kitchen?"

        

        I felt a chill run down my spine.

        

        I had never told Marine about my class schedule.

        

        The academy wouldn't have disclosed it either, to protect students' privacy.

        

        "I... I don't understand what's happening, but it's true..."

        

        Serina sent a desperate look.

        

        "Sigh... Words aren't getting through to you, are they?"

        

        Sensing that Marine might cross the line if I continued to just observe, I stepped out from the sunflower field.

        

        Serina's eyes widened.

        

        Marine seemed greatly flustered upon seeing me and hiccupped.

        

        "Hen... Hendel, how... I'm sure there was no magical response..."

        

        I stopped concealing my magical power.

        

        "Marine."

        

        "Hiccup!"

        

        Marine's eyes moistened at my cold gaze.

        

        "Didn't you promise to treat everyone kindly?"

        

        My words were harsh, but my mind had cooled.

        

        It seemed Marine's transformation into a villainess had been progressing steadily without my knowledge.

        

        This world is set in a villainess novel.

        

        Unreformed villainesses inevitably face retribution.

        

        For the sake of my precious childhood friend Marine...

        

        I need to find a new approach.
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        "..."

        

        "..."

        

        Silence filled the garden.

        

        Marine wouldn't meet my eyes.

        

        Serina was caught between us, fidgeting uncomfortably.

        

        I thought carefully for a moment.

        

        How did Marine end up like this?

        

        What could I do to help develop Marine's social skills?

        

        'Friends. I need to help her make friends.'

        

        As far as I knew, Marine had only one friend since childhood—me.

        

        I thought she might have made at least one friend after entering the academy, but judging by her current state, it seems Marine is a loner there too.

        

        Nothing helps develop social skills in childhood better than having friends.

        

        Marine probably has underdeveloped social skills because she doesn't have any friends.

        

        I spoke to Marine, who kept her head bowed low.

        

        "Marine."

        

        "Y-yes..."

        

        Serina's eyes widened in surprise as she watched Marine's submissive response to me.

        

        "If you broke a promise, you should be punished, right?"

        

        "Y-yes, that's right."

        

        Marine trembled, dreading what punishment I might impose.

        

        "Every Saturday at 4 PM from now on."

        

        "Huh?"

        

        "We'll have regular tea time here. You must attend. And you have to participate for at least two hours each time."

        

        "What?"

        

        Marine wore a puzzled expression, as if she couldn't understand.

        

        "You'll come, right?"

        

        Marine pondered deeply.

        

        "Alright..."

        

        She eventually nodded.

        

        I patted Serina's shoulder and gave her a signal with my eyes.

        

        The perceptive Serina caught my signal and nodded.

        

        "Marine, I'll go ahead. I hope you'll seriously reflect on what happened today."

        

        I stood up first, leaving Marine behind.

        

        Serina glanced around nervously before following closely behind me.

        

        Once we were far enough that Marine couldn't hear our conversation, I spoke first.

        

        "Serina, do you dislike Marine?"

        

        Serina waved her hands in denial.

        

        "Not at all! I still greatly admire Lady Marine!"

        

        "Even after she said such harsh things to you?"

        

        "She's the one who protected me from terrible bullying. I couldn't possibly dislike her."

        

        Serina had a kind heart, befitting the female protagonist of a romance fantasy novel.

        

        If that's the case...

        

        "Would you consider being friends with Marine?"

        

        I didn't like making this proposal after seeing how Marine had insulted her.

        

        But it would be wonderful if kind-hearted Serina could become Marine's friend.

        

        "If I could be friends with Lady Marine! I'd do anything!"

        

        Serina clenched her fist, showing her determination.

        

        Feeling grateful, I made a suggestion.

        

        "Would you be available every Saturday? I'd like you to attend the tea time regularly."

        

        Serina's cheerful expression turned troubled.

        

        "Ah... I have to work on weekends."

        

        "What kind of work do you do?"

        

        "I check the daily job postings at the Imperial Central Market and choose whatever I'm confident in."

        

        "Ten gold."

        

        "Huh?"

        

        "I'll give you ten gold each time you attend the Saturday tea time."

        

        Serina looked flustered.

        

        "No, you don't have to go that far!"

      

      
        

        I bowed my head with a desperate look.

        

        "Please, I want to fix Marine's personality for her future's sake. I need your help for that."

        

        "...There must be many people who want to be friends with Lady Marine."

        

        "In my opinion, you're the best candidate."

        

        Serina twirled her short hair as she fell into thought.

        

        The biggest factor in the "villain lady" receiving her comeuppance is conflict with the romance fantasy female protagonist.

        

        If I could make Serina and Marine friends, I could kill two birds with one stone—improving Marine's social skills and preventing conflict with the female protagonist.

        

        I was willing to invest more if I could secure Serina's help.

        

        "Ten gold is too much... I only earn about one gold per week from working..."

        

        Is she actually refusing the money?

        

        "Then I'll take just one gold. And I'll also bring snacks for the tea time each week!"

        

        I nodded.

        

        "If that makes you comfortable."

        

        I took out my wallet and handed her ten gold.

        

        "I clearly said one gold."

        

        "Consider it an advance payment."

        

        After hesitating, Serina bowed her head and accepted the ten gold.

        

        "Th-thank you."

        

        It must be financially challenging to attend the academy as a commoner.

        

        Creating this justification and putting money in her hands would make it difficult for her to refuse.

        

        To think I could buy off the romance fantasy female protagonist for just ten gold.

        

        It was quite a profitable deal.

        

        "I'll make super delicious desserts to bring!"

        

        "Yes, good luck."

        

        I wondered just how much she was planning to make, given her burning enthusiasm.

        

        With a small laugh, I said goodbye and returned to the magic department building.

        

        My ultimate goal: to help Marine make five friends.

        

        I won't tolerate her solitary lifestyle any longer.

        

        

        ***

        

        

        Between training, attending classes, and playing around with Kani, the calendar was suddenly pointing to Saturday.

        

        "Huh? Where are you going, young master?"

        

        Kani, who had recently become very interested in my whereabouts.

        

        As I was preparing for the tea time, she was, as expected, asking probing questions.

        

        "I have an appointment with Marine and a friend named Serina."

        

        "S-Serina?"

        

        "Yes, the kind friend with pink hair."

        

        "Is she a girl?"

        

        "Yes."

        

        "Is she pretty?"

        

        "I... guess so?"

        

        "Hmm..."

        

        Kani seemed displeased about something.

        

        Feeling oddly guilty, I hurriedly finished my preparations.

        

        "W-well, I'll be going now."

        

        "You're not taking the carriage?"

        

        "I thought I'd take a walk for a change."

        

        "...Be careful."

        

        "Yeah."

        

        The autumn leaves had started changing earlier than usual this year.

        

        Looking at the leaves turning red, I thought:

        

        'Lately, Kani's attachment seems to have gotten more intense.'

        

        Kani was always clingy, but recently it had gotten worse.

        

        Sometimes I'd wake up to find her sleeping in my bed.

        

        She would subtly press against me in the carriage on the way to school.

        

        Recently, even the notorious oversleeper Kani had volunteered to be my morning wake-up call.

        

        I was so surprised when I opened my eyes one morning to find Kani's face right in front of mine.

        

      

      
        '...Come to think of it, Kani also only has me as a friend...'

        

        Upon reflection, Kani was in the same situation—I was her only friend too.

        

        I suspect her recent clinginess might partly stem from fear of being abandoned as I make new friends.

        

        'I should invite Kani to the next tea party.'

        

        I know Marine and Kani don't get along well.

        

        But becoming friends with someone you didn't initially like can be a good experience too.

        

        Marine has no friends, and neither does Kani.

        

        'Now that I think about it, Serina mentioned being bullied too...'

        

        It seems Carden is the only person around me with normal human relationships.

        

        To think I have fewer friends than the Demon King's daughter.

        

        That made me a little sad.

        

        The garden was filled with the fragrance of flowers.

        

        Feeling my mood lift, I entered the garden.

        

        "Oh. A sweet smell."

        

        The deeper I went into the garden, the more a sweet aroma tickled my nose.

        

        I had told Serina that Marine was crazy about sweet food, and it seems she had prepared thoroughly.

        

        "Hello!"

        

        "Hello."

        

        Having arrived a bit early, only Serina was sitting at the table.

        

        Despite it being the weekend, she was wearing her school uniform.

        

        Flower petals were naturally tucked into her hair.

        

        Steam was rising from the tea—Serina had prepared that as well.

        

        After taking my seat, I immediately satisfied my curiosity.

        

        "You're wearing your uniform even on weekends?"

        

        Serina scratched her cheek shyly.

        

        "I don't really have other clothes..."

        

        "..."

        

        The atmosphere grew solemn.

        

        "Hahaha, don't worry too much. I'm planning to buy some clothes with the money Hendel gave me after today's tea time."

        

        "Should I give you more?"

        

        I was seriously willing to give her tens of thousands of gold if Serina wanted.

        

        "No, that's okay."

        

        "I'm serious. This might sound like bragging, but I'm extremely wealthy."

        

        "Even if you're from a count's family, you're still a student, living on an allowance."

        

        Hmm, she doesn't believe me.

        

        "You know cola, right?"

        

        "Yes?"

        

        "I'm the one who developed cola."

        

        "Whaaaat?"

        

        For the first time, Serina showed a completely shocked face.

        

        "You're that count's son who developed cola and magical devices like the cooling fan?"

        

        "Yes."

        

        The nobles all know that the Edgar County developed these things, but Serina, being a commoner, only knew they were developed by a count's family without knowing the specific family name.

        

        "Do you believe me now? So if you need money, feel free to ask without hesitation."

        

        "U-um..."

        

        The way she was fidgeting with her fingers suggested she wanted something.

        

        "How much should I give you?"

        

        "It's... not about money..."

        

        "Hm?"

        

        "Could I... try cola once?"

        

        "Ah..."

        

        I thought I had increased the supply enough to make it mainstream, but it seems Serina, being a poor commoner, had never tried it.

        

        "That's nothing. I'll have it delivered to your dormitory."

        

        "Thank you!"

        

        Seeing her pure joy, she probably thinks I'll send a bottle or two.

        

        But I plan to send her enough to last a lifetime, making her feel the full weight of my generosity.

        

        If she won't accept money, I'll send cola instead.
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        31.

        

        "..."

        

        "Hello, Marine?"

        

        "Hello, Lady Marine!"

        

        I was worried that Marine might not show up since she was late, but fortunately, she appeared.

        

        "..."

        

        Marine stared at Serina with an expressionless face.

        Her lack of surprise suggested she already knew Serina would be here.

        

        "..."

        

        Marine plopped down in a chair without saying a word.

        

        "So, what am I supposed to do here?"

        

        I smiled brightly.

        

        "Just enjoy tea time."

        

        "...That's it?"

        

        Marine looked incredulous.

        

        "Yep!"

        

        "..."

        

        She still seemed suspicious, but I figured I could gradually earn her trust.

        

        "L-Lady Marine?"

        

        "..."

        

        Serina spoke up courageously.

        

        That's it, good job!

        

        "W-would you like to try this?"

        

        She timidly offered a chocolate cookie.

        

        The sweet chocolate aroma tickled my nose.

        

        "..."

        

        Marine's expression wrinkled, but after glancing at me, she accepted the cookie.

        

        Serina looked delighted, as if this was the first time Marine had accepted a snack from her.

        

        Crunch.

        

        Marine cautiously bit into it.

        

        The chocolate cookie disappeared into her mouth.

        

        A spark lit up in Marine's eyes.

        

        "It's... it's delicious, right?"

        

        Serina was confident in her baking skills but still worried whether it would suit Marine's taste.

        

        Marine quickly turned her head away from Serina's sparkling eyes.

        

        Then she muttered in a barely audible voice.

        

        "Well... it's not bad."

        

        Marine put on a prim expression.

        

        Watching her, Serina's face filled with emotion.

        

        "Ah! Hendel, you try some too!"

        

        Serina pressed a cookie into my hand.

        

        I took a bite of the chocolate cookie, which was still warm.

        

        Personally, I don't prefer sweet foods as they quickly become cloying, but Serina's cookies had just the right amount of sweetness that wouldn't become tiresome even after eating several.

        

        "...You two speak informally to each other?"

        

        "Pardon...?"

        

        The warm atmosphere suddenly cooled with Marine's frigid comment.

        

        Oh, Marine.

        

        I had been happily watching their cute interaction and decided to intervene.

        

        "We're all friends now, so we can speak casually."

        

        "...But you're a noble and she's a commoner?"

        

        To Marine, it might seem strange that I speak informally to a commoner.

        

        But it's not like formal speech puts food on the table.

        

        Speaking informally would help me build a deeper connection with this world's protagonist, so why insist on formality?

        

        Having retained some modern sensibilities, my values differ somewhat from the typical nobles of this world.

        

        "What does social status matter between friends?"

        

        "Hendel... I'm touched."

        

        Serina looked strangely moved.

        

      

      
        "Still... social distinctions should be clearly maintained..."

        

        I interrupted Marine's words, pointing at Serina.

        

        "You know about the men who flock to Serina, right?"

        

        "The prince and the future head of the Magic Tower."

        

        "Even the prince is chasing after a commoner, so what's the problem?"

        

        "..."

        

        Marine fell silent, perhaps having no counter-argument since even the prince, at the pinnacle of the social hierarchy, was doing the same.

        

        I secretly hoped Marine would allow Serina to speak informally to her too, but it seemed the time wasn't right yet.

        

        

        ***

        

        

        "Bye, Hendel~ Lady Marine, please get home safely!"

        

        After our tea time, which felt both short and long, we dispersed.

        

        Marine maintained a sullen expression and didn't respond to Serina's farewell.

        

        I poked Marine's back repeatedly.

        

        "Say goodbye too."

        

        "Why should I?"

        

        Marine responded with a haughty attitude.

        

        "If you don't say goodbye, I won't have dinner with you."

        

        It was a childish approach, but I'd realized this was the most effective way to deal with Marine.

        

        "..."

        

        With her lips jutting out, Marine halfheartedly waved her hand.

        Despite Marine's reluctant wave, Serina jumped with joy.

        

        We have plenty of time ahead.

        

        I can gradually change Marine.

        

        

        ***

        

        

        The fox who enchanted the Second Prince and the future Blue Magic Tower Master.

        

        The protagonist beloved by the world.

        

        Serina was having her happiest day since entering the academy.

        

        Though Serina always wore a smile,

        

        Being human, she found it difficult to endure the jealousy and bullying directed at her.

        

        'Hehe, friends, he said.'

        

        Today, she had been acknowledged as a friend by the son of a count who developed cola.

        

        Lady Marine, who had always avoided her, ate her food for the first time.

        

        'She definitely enjoyed it.'

        

        Though it had only been a year, Serina had been observing Marine consistently.

        

        Despite Marine's prim expression, Serina could read the satisfaction with the cookie in her face.

        

        'Hehe... what should I make next? Rusk? Mont Blanc?'

        

        Serina felt the greatest joy seeing people enjoy the food she made.

        

        'A simple sandwich might be nice too!'

        

        Happily contemplating what food to make for next week, she headed to the market.

        

        Serina was a star at the market.

        

        "Oh, Serina! How unusual that you're not working this week?"

        

        "Haha... I found something else to do!"

        

        Every merchant she met greeted her warmly.

        

        "Serina, I've made this bean powder toast. Would you mind trying it?"

        

        "Of course! Hmm... this would sell well in another world!"

        

        "Argh."

        

        She provided objective evaluations of new foods developed by the merchants.

        

        Serina usually came to the market looking for work, but

        

        Today she had a different purpose: shopping for clothes.

        

        Most students shopped at large clothing stores, but

        

        Having spent much time in the market, Serina knew there were plenty of beautiful clothes available there too.

        

        Knock knock

        

        "Anyone here?"

        

        She knocked on the door of a shop she had been eyeing while working.

        

        "Yawn, Serina? Sorry, but I don't have any work for you today..."

        

      

      
        "I'm not here for work today, sister. I came to buy clothes."

        

        "Oh, finally getting something besides your uniform!"

        

        "Haha..."

        

        "Don't worry! This big sister will find you clothes that'll charm all the boys at the academy!"

        

        Serina felt the conversation taking an unexpected turn.

        

        "What? That's not my intention..."

        

        "Shh, I'll take care of everything."

        

        The shop owner thought to herself.

        Serina was always saving money, wearing only her uniform.

        

        What reason could she suddenly have for looking for clothes?

        

        'It must be a boy.'

        

        Come to think of it, though she only saw Serina working, she was a student at the academy, the center of youth.

        

        Being pretty, she must have many boys chasing after her.

        

        It seems Serina has found a boy she likes.

        

        'I'll create my life's masterpiece!'

        

        The shop owner, burning with enthusiasm, dragged Serina into the fitting room.

        

        That day, Serina tried on more types of clothes than she had worn in her entire life.

        

        

        ***

        

        

        "The underwear is on the house~"

        

        "Th-thank you."

        

        "Oh, it's nothing! Just be sure to tell me when you get a boyfriend!"

        

        "I... I'm not really thinking about dating..."

        

        "It's always the ones who say that who end up dating."

        

        "..."

        

        Serina left the clothing store with a bright red face.

        

        "I really didn't have that kind of intention..."

        

        Since they would be having weekly tea time from now on, she bought clothes so Hendel wouldn't worry about her anymore.

        

        She had intended to buy modest clothes, but under the shop owner's insistence, her hands were full of types of clothes she had never worn before.

        

        From daring dresses that exposed her shoulders to figure-hugging one-pieces.

        

        "Ugh... what if they think I'm indecent..."

        

        Though even she thought the clothes were pretty and had agreed to buy them, she worried about appearing immodest at the tea party.

        

        'I hope Lady Marine doesn't misunderstand that I'm trying to seduce Hendel.'

        

        As she returned to the dormitory full of worries,

        

        "Wow. That's amazing!"

        

        "Who is Serina?"

        

        "That bewitching woman."

        

        "Ah, the one who seduced the prince and the Blue Magic Tower Master?"

        

        The usually quiet area in front of the dormitory was bustling with people.

        

        She could hear her name being mentioned occasionally.

        

        'What's going on?'

        

        Worried she might have unknowingly caused trouble, she quickened her pace.

        

        "Gasp!"

        

        Upon arriving at the dormitory, Serina involuntarily let out a cry.

        

        In front of the dormitory stood a tower of cola bottles as tall as the five-story building.

        

        The dormitory supervisor, sighing deeply at the cola tower, called her over.

        Serina approached the supervisor, half-dazed.

        

        "Serina. What is all this?"

        

        A large piece of paper was attached to the cola tower, and when Serina read what was written on it, she felt a throbbing headache coming on.

        

        [Cola gift for Serina, 2nd year Knight Department]

        [-Hendel Adger-]

        [Taking cola secretly or threatening Serina will be considered a declaration of war against the Adger family]

        

        Students who had read the note turned their gazes toward her.

        

        "Wow, that woman has charmed Hendel too, after the Second Prince and the Blue Magic Tower Master?"

        

        "I wonder what her secret is."

        

        "This is breaking news!"

        

        In one corner, the Second Prince and the future Blue Magic Tower Master, who had rushed over after hearing the rumors, wore sour expressions.

        

        "..."

        

        Serina was so embarrassed she wanted to die.
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        Stacked cola.

        

        Serina knew that this amount of cola would last her a lifetime and then some.

        

        At that moment, the Second Prince and the future Archmage who had been lurking in the corner slithered toward her.

        

        "Hmm... Serina. Those colas... it might be better to be careful with them."

        

        "Pardon? Why?"

        

        "Haven't you heard about people putting drugs in women's drinks these days? I think it would be safer if I took those colas and gave you money for them instead..."

        

        "No way!"

        

        Serina was a kind woman, but she wasn't oblivious.

        

        How could someone who dealt with hundreds of people daily at the market be unaware of others' intentions?

        

        She knew that both the Second Prince and the future Archmage had feelings for her.

        

        She had tried to persuade them countless times to leave her alone.

        

        She told them she didn't fit in with them, that she had no interest in dating them.

        

        But having never experienced rejection in their lives, they refused to give up and continued to follow her around.

        

        They were used to getting whatever they wanted just by throwing tantrums.

        

        Half-resigned to their persistent refusal to listen, Serina had somewhat given up on chasing them away.

        

        She would occasionally toss them snacks and force a laugh at their unfunny jokes.

        

        Serina, exhausted by the two men, thought she wouldn't get angry over trivial matters anymore, but hearing the prince's words, she felt rage bubbling up inside her.

        

        "But... why not... I'm offering money for them."

        

        "What you're saying implies that Hendel put something strange in the cola, doesn't it?"

        

        "Well, you're so beautiful that someone might have evil intentions toward you."

        

        "Don't insult my friend!"

        

        The Second Prince was shocked.

        

        What.

        

        Friend?

        

        Even he, who had been courting Serina for a year, had never been called a friend by her.

        

        Yet she was calling someone who hadn't even been enrolled for a month her friend.

        

        Jealousy sprouted vigorously in the prince's heart.

        

        "Anyway, Serina won't be able to drink all that cola herself, right?"

        

        The future Blue Tower Master, taking the baton from the prince, smiled kindly.

        

        "So, I'll buy all that cola from you. You can take the money and buy cola with it..."

        

        "Be quiet."

        

        "..."

        

        Serina realized why the prince and the future Archmage were so desperate to buy her cola.

        

        If they had any common sense, they would know that no one would drug such a large amount of cola.

        

        The reason they were reacting this way was...

        

        'Jealousy.'

        

        They considered Serina their possession and couldn't tolerate her forming relationships with others or receiving gifts.

        

        Until now, she had merely found them annoying, but now she genuinely despised them.

        

        Finally, even someone with her strong self-control couldn't hold back anymore.

        

        "Please disappear from my sight. I'm begging you."

        

        "..."

        

        The two men looked surprised, as if they hadn't expected such words.

        

        Surprisingly, they retreated without resistance.

        

        "See you tomorrow."

        

        "I'll come back when you're in a better mood."

        

        "..."

        

        Ah, so they don't care about my wishes at all.

        

        They're the kind of people who would strike a tree a thousand times even if it wouldn't fall after a hundred axe blows.

        

        Serina felt depressed.

        

        The crowd that had been admiring the cola tower was starting to disperse.

        

        She remembered those who kept trying to persuade her to sell the cola.

        

        No matter how desperately she needed money, would she sell a gift from a friend?

        

        She'd rather give it away for free.

        

        Serina gathered magical energy in her throat.

        

        And then she released it.

        

        "Free cola giveaway! Take as much as you want!"

        

        "What?"

        

        The spectators who were about to leave turned back.

        

        "Really?"

        

        "How many can we take?"

      

      
        

        "As many as you want, just don't let the tower collapse."

        

        "Kyaaa, thank you!"

        

        People rushed in at the word "free."

        

        "How do we get them down?"

        

        "We need to take them from the top, but how do we climb up there?"

        

        At first, they were perplexed.

        

        But with their eyes rolled back at the prospect of free stuff, they eventually found a way.

        

        "Magic Department! Magic Department! Come here please!"

        

        "Yes?"

        

        "Please make ice stairs over here."

        

        "That would require an enormous amount of magical energy..."

        

        "How many magicians do we have here? It's definitely possible."

        

        "Knight Department! Knight Department!"

        

        "Yes!"

        

        "Please hold the cola pillar firmly."

        

        "Let's go, everyone!"

        

        With their eyes rolled back at the word "free," the Magic Department and Knight Department set aside their long-standing grudges and cooperated.

        

        The Knight Department students supported the base of the cola tower to prevent it from shaking.

        

        "Ice!"

        

        "Stone!"

        

        The Magic Department students cast spells to create stairs surrounding the cola tower.

        

        "My goodness..."

        

        The dormitory supervisor, who had been worrying about how to deal with the cola, gaped in astonishment.

        

        "Hey, hey! It's shaking over there."

        

        "Hold it!"

        

        The cola pile began to shake after the upper part was disturbed while creating magical stairs.

        

        Knight Department students who had brought long spears from somewhere supported the collapsing cola pile.

        

        The 8-meter ultra-large spears, developed to stop charging knights on battlefields, were now being used to support cola.

        

        "Those are limited edition, 50 silver per bottle! We're screwed if they break!"

        

        'It was a limited edition?'

        

        Serina, who had never tasted cola before, thought she had been sent regular cola, but from someone's shout, she learned that it was a limited edition worth 50 silver per bottle.

        

        'T-then how many gold is all this worth?'

        

        It was an amount that made even Serina waver, despite her belief that selling a gift from a friend was morally wrong.

        

        She squeezed her eyes shut, resisting the temptation.

        

        'S-still, I can't sell a gift from a friend!'

        

        In reality, Hendel had sent the cola hoping she would sell it for money, but unaware of this intention, Serina chose to give it away.

        

        "Wow... it's really here?"

        

        Loose-lipped people had already spread the rumor, and students kept pouring in.

        

        Among them was Karden, whose eyes had rolled back at the news of free giveaways.

        

        "Excuse me, excuse me."

        

        With his eyes fixed on the cola, Karden pushed through the crowd to approach the cola tower.

        

        "Wow... that looks delicious."

        

        Karden gulped, licking his lips.

        

        "Let me try..."

        

        The magicians were still struggling to create sturdy, long-lasting stairs.

        

        Growing impatient, Karden pushed the magicians aside and unleashed his sealed power.

        

        Twitch.

        

        Blinded by desire for cola, Karden drew upon his demon powers, causing small horns to appear on his ears.

        

        Covering the horns with his hand, Karden cast his spell.

        

        "Ice."

        

        Whoosh.

        

        An incredible cold wind blew around the cola tower.

        

        He completed the stairs that dozens of magicians had failed to create.

        

        "Wow, Reni is the best!"

        

        "Wooooow!"

        

        The students cheered.

        

        Karden scratched his head in embarrassment.

        

        "Q-quickly, take them!"

        

        The hands of the Knight Department students were trembling.

        

      

      
        The students hurriedly climbed the stairs and took their positions.

        

        "Pass it down!"

        

        "Let's do this!"

        

        The students carefully passed the cola from the top, one by one.

        

        "Here, it's your cola, you should be the first to drink it!"

        

        The first cola taken down was given to Serina.

        

        "T-this is cola..."

        

        Thanks to Karden's cold wind, the cola was chilled to the point of having a thin layer of ice.

        

        Forgetting about the annoying Second Prince and future Archmage in her excitement to finally taste the cola she had been longing for, Serina gulped.

        

        She swallowed once.

        

        Pssshhh.

        

        She opened the cola bottle.

        

        The black liquid that looked ominous just by looking at it.

        

        Bubbles boiling up like magma from the demon realm.

        

        Gulp, gulp.

        

        Despite its unappealing appearance, Serina closed her eyes and drank, then opened them wide.

        

        "How can something taste like this!"

        

        From that day on, Serina became a slave to cola.

        

        And a devoted follower of Hendel, who had developed it.

        

        "Haha! I got five bottles!"

        

        "You shameless bastard."

        

        8 PM.

        

        The cola tower rapidly diminished.

        

        Now it was only two stories high.

        

        The number of people coming for cola was dwindling.

        

        Looking at the still considerable amount of remaining cola, Serina pondered deeply.

        

        'What should I do with this?'

        

        She had already secured hundreds of bottles for herself, filling her dormitory room.

        

        No more students were coming for the giveaway.

        

        Serina decided to seek advice from Karden, who was still there drinking cola.

        

        "Senior Reni, how can we make meaningful use of the remaining cola?"

        

        Karden's brain started working overtime, having only managed to secure a few dozen bottles due to social pressure.

        

        'I'm already short on food money, if I could just have all that cola, I wouldn't have to worry about meals for at least two months.'

        

        Karden stomped his feet anxiously.

        

        'How can I get all those colas for myself?'

        

        Watching Karden rack his brains, Serina was touched.

        

        'It's my problem, yet he's thinking so hard about it!'

        

        Unaware of Serina's admiration, Karden's eyes lit up.

        

        "You said Hendel gave you all this cola, right?"

        

        "Yes! Hendel is truly a heaven-sent genius! To develop such a divine beverage! I even wonder if the nectar mentioned in mythology might actually have been cola!"

        

        Serina passionately praised Hendel.

        

        Karden's eyes sparkled.

        

        "Let's hold a competition."

        

        "What?"

        

        "Since the cola is a gift from Hendel, let's host a competition in Hendel's name and give cola as prizes."

        

        After pondering for a moment, Serina's eyes brightened.

        

        "That's an excellent idea!"

        

        They could dispose of the stacked cola while also enhancing Hendel's reputation.

        

        The academy would have no reason to object to students organizing their own competition and providing their own prizes.

        

        The following Monday.

        

        A large poster was put up on the academy's public bulletin board.

        

        [1st Academy Champion Tournament]

        

        [Grand Prize: Cola (Limited Edition Lime Flavor) Approximately 10,000 bottles]

        

        [Sponsor: Hendel Edger]

        

        [Tournament Dates: October 2-3]

        

        [Sponsorship List: Karde Tower, Academy Student Council, Market Merchants Association]

        

        [Registration: Serina, Knight Department, 2nd Year]

        

        "What the hell is this?"

        

        Hendel, checking the bulletin board as usual, was shocked.
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        # 33.

        

        I rushed straight to the Knight Department, skipping my lecture.

        

        "Oh! Thank you, Sir Hendel!"

        

        "I'll enjoy the cola!"

        

        Students I didn't recognize approached me, likely due to the aftermath of the tournament.

        

        But seriously, I don't know anything about this...

        

        On my way to the Knight Department, I passed by their dormitory.

        

        The cola I had delivered with Karde Tower's help.

        

        About one-fifth of the cola that had been stacked five stories high was gone, and a large banner hung over the remaining stock.

        

        [1st Academy Champion Tournament

        First Prize: Cola (Limited Edition Lime Flavor) Approximately 10,000 cans]

        

        [Unauthorized handling will result in expulsion. -Academy Student Council Vigilance Committee-]

        

        "..."

        

        While the cola was a gift to Serina and she could do whatever she wanted with it, I naturally assumed she would choose to sell it.

        

        She could have made tens of thousands of gold if she sold it all at once...

        

        "Portraits! I'll draw portraits~ 12th ranked student from the Arts Department drawing couples, groups, or individuals!"

        

        "A chance to taste the Champion Tournament's first prize early~ Karde Tower is selling cola at a student discount of 80 silver!"

        

        The place had turned into a tourist attraction, with numerous students buzzing around the cola, and couples commissioning portraits with the cola stack as a backdrop.

        

        The Karde Tower, with their uncanny sense for profit, had even brought a cola vending cart.

        

        I sighed and approached the cart.

        

        "I've never tried lime flavor before."

        

        "My friend who got it for free yesterday said it was delicious and that I should definitely try it."

        

        A long line stretched from the cola cart.

        

        Having connections with Karde Tower, I ignored the line and went around to the back of the cart.

        

        A Karde Tower mage was there, grinning while counting money.

        

        A mage blinded by money.

        

        What a perfect character for a good lesson.

        

        "Oh! Young master!"

        

        The mage noticed me approaching and hurriedly stood up to greet me.

        

        I didn't recognize this mage, but apparently, he knew my face.

        

        Rubbing his hands together and bowing his head as he approached—a classic sycophant moment.

        

        I was about to ask about the situation, but the mage beat me to it and began singing my praises.

        

        "Haha! Young master, you're truly a genius! To think you planned to boost your image while promoting cola at the same time!"

        

        "..."

        

        Curious about what he meant, I decided to listen quietly.

        

        "The cola sales have already surpassed 3,000 units since we started selling last night, and the promotional effect is no joke! The tournament's impact is greater than the advertising we poured tens of thousands of gold into!"

        

        It seems Karde Tower thinks I organized the tournament to promote cola.

        

        I knew nothing about this.

        

        "When you suddenly requested delivery of 60,000 colas, there was debate within the tower, but now everyone is praising you!"

        

        "..."

        

        "To respond to your initiative, we're preparing massive investments for this tournament! Please look forward to it!"

        

        "Y-Yeah, keep up the good work..."

        

        With him praising me like this, it felt awkward to admit I knew nothing about it, so I just fled.

        

        [You too can become an owner of cola! Participate now~]

        

        [Sweet taste~ Refreshing fizz! Buy now~ -Karde Tower-]

        

        [Thank you, Student Hendel, for organizing the tournament! -Academy Student Council-]

        

        "..."

        

        Numerous banners hung across the roads.

      

      
        

        Without my knowledge, the scale of the tournament I supposedly organized seems to be growing beyond imagination.

        

        Knight Department building.

        

        I didn't need to search for Serina.

        

        [Tournament Registration <<<]

        

        A long line inside the Knight Department.

        

        Seeing the long queue of students wanting to participate in the tournament, it seemed unlikely I'd meet Serina today.

        

        I sighed and turned away.

        

        Whatever, Serina will handle it herself.

        

        ***

        

        After finishing her lecture lost in thought as usual, Marine frowned at the long line.

        

        For someone who despised noise, this place was hell.

        

        As she hurried to leave the building, students' conversations reached her ears.

        

        "The cola that's the prize for this tournament. They say Hendel gave it to Serina as a gift. Originally there were about 50,000 cans."

        

        "50,000? That's worth about 25,000 gold, isn't it?"

        

        "No way would someone give such a gift to just a friend. That's why rumors are spreading that Hendel has fallen for Serina."

        

        "Wow, the Second Prince, the next Blue Tower Master, and now the next head of the Adger County. She's a femme fatale."

        

        Deep wrinkles formed on Marine's forehead.

        

        Recalling when she saw Hendel and Serina before, the rumor about Hendel falling for Serina couldn't be true.

        

        It must be just kind Hendel sending a gift out of pity for the poor Serina.

        

        Even so, it bothered her that Serina received a gift she herself had never gotten.

        

        She didn't like the fact that Hendel's gift would go to some winner rather than to her.

        

        'I'll be the one to take Hendel's gift.'

        

        Marine, who originally had no interest in the tournament, quietly joined the line.

        

        Marine enters the competition.

        

        ***

        

        "Greetings, Academy students~ I am Del Kerdel, branch manager of Karde Tower in the capital, and I'll be commentating this tournament."

        

        "I'm Jidan Adenay, professor from the Knight Department."

        

        "Woooow~!"

        

        The Academy arena was packed despite it being a weekend.

        

        Karde Tower sent their branch manager, and the Academy brought in a professor from the Knight Department, famous for both her beauty and skill, as commentators.

        

        True to rumors of Karde Tower pouring money into this, promotional balloons floated in the sky, and popcorn was being distributed to all spectators.

        

        Cola was being sold by cola girls walking around—a cunning scheme to make students thirsty with popcorn and then sell them cola.

        

        I sat in the VVIP section eating popcorn, uncomfortable with how massive the tournament had become without my knowledge.

        

        These Karde Tower folks make amazing caramel popcorn.

        

        I should propose official sales later.

        

        Just then, a hand flew in from beside me.

        

        I reflexively raised my hand to block it.

        

        "Tch..."

        

        Kani clicked her tongue regretfully.

        

        Looking at this impertinent maid's popcorn container, I saw it was completely empty.

        

        This foolish maid seems to have eaten all her popcorn before the tournament even started.

        

        "Kani, who eats all their popcorn before the event even begins?"

        

        "B-But the popcorn is so delicious!"

        

        "When eating popcorn, portion control is key."

        

        Thanks to my popcorn distribution skills honed in movie theaters, my container still had more than half left.

        

        "Uuugh..."

        

        Kani made a pitiful expression.

      

      
        

        Sad but true, this is reality.

        

        I ignored Kani's desperate gaze and didn't order more popcorn for her.

        

        "Let me introduce the 32 warriors who made it through yesterday's preliminaries~!"

        

        Boom. Boom.

        

        Following the branch manager's signal, the band started playing drums to build the atmosphere.

        

        "Our first participant is the Magic Department's cutie~ Miss Lena!"

        

        "Kyaaaah~!"

        

        "Reni, fighting!!!"

        

        Karden stepped forward, fidgeting shyly.

        

        "Aww, so cute~"

        

        "Amazing!"

        

        Surprisingly, Karden had cat ears on her head.

        

        Kani noticed too and opened her eyes wide.

        

        "I suspected something when I saw her eating so many yokan, but that woman is completely crazy."

        

        "..."

        

        It seems Karden has decided to draw on demonic power as well.

        

        Those cat ears must be decorations to hide her emerging horns.

        

        Oh my, master, no matter how much you love food, to use demonic power in front of tens of thousands of people.

        

        "Cat ears are the best!!!"

        

        "Kyaaah so cute~!"

        

        Of course, the students who knew nothing about this could only cheer enthusiastically.

        

        "Next up is the rising star! From the Knight Department, Carnegie Railai!"

        

        A sleazy-looking man swung his sword stylishly to match his introduction.

        

        Swoosh.

        

        "Kyaaaah!"

        

        "Oppa, you're so cool!!!"

        

        Female students cheered.

        

        The man striking a ridiculous pose finished with a chuunibyou line.

        

        "Fufu, thank you for your support, cute girls~"

        

        And a wink to finish.

        

        Ugh.

        

        Having witnessed this unbearable sight, I quickly turned my head to cleanse my eyes with Kani's cute appearance.

        

        "W-Why are you staring at me so embarrassingly?"

        

        "Sorry, just need to cleanse my eyes for a moment."

        

        "Heek."

        

        "Booooo."

        

        Fortunately, the Knight Department student quickly retreated amid the male students' intense jeering.

        

        Finally catching my breath, I made a resolution.

        

        'I'll definitely take that guy down.'

        

        While there's no chance Karden using demonic power would lose, if that man wins, I plan to intervene even if I have to crash the match.

        

        After several unremarkable introductions...

        

        "No one expected this person to participate!"

        

        Everyone in the arena was shocked as the final figure slowly emerged.

        

        "The Empire's guardian, the darling of the Deripozer family~ A strong candidate for the next Sword Master, Marine Deripozer!"

        

        "Hmph!"

        

        Marine walked out with a haughty expression.

        

        Kani and I gaped in astonishment.
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        "Young master, am... am I seeing this correctly?"

        

        "I... I guess so."

        

        I never imagined that Marine would participate in this tournament.

        

        After all, it contained everything she hated.

        

        There are mainly three incentives to participate in this tournament.

        

        First, an enormous amount of cola with four zeros attached to the price.

        

        Second, public attention.

        

        Third, the title of the Academy's strongest.

        

        As the daughter of the Northern Grand Duke, she has more than enough money, so if she wants cola, she can just buy it.

        

        Therefore, the first reason is out.

        

        Second, public attention?

        

        Marine extremely dislikes being the center of attention.

        

        So the second reason is out too.

        

        Then, by process of elimination, Marine must be aiming for the title of the Academy's strongest by participating in this tournament...

        

        'Did Marine ever care about honor?'

        

        Of course, being human, she naturally has a desire for recognition, but she had never shown it in front of me, so it was puzzling.

        

        "Lady Marine..."

        

        "A professor-level powerhouse is participating..."

        

        The audience was naturally buzzing at the unexpected appearance of this figure.

        

        Marine's skills seem to be well-known among the students.

        

        Well, she's always nominated as the next Sword Master candidate.

        

        "Now, let's begin the first match! But before we start, let's take a look at our sponsors~"

        

        The Academy's cheerleading club students appeared in a rush, wearing what would be considered extremely short skirts by this world's standards.

        

        "Woooah!"

        

        The students went wild.

        

        My eyes widened too, and I instinctively leaned forward to get a better look.

        

        "Young master..."

        

        "A-ahem."

        

        I sat back down under Kani's glaring eyes.

        

        The cheerleading club students waved to the enthusiastic crowd.

        

        Until now, the cheerleading club had been avoided among nobles as vulgar.

        

        But I heard that after last year's cheerleading club students successfully got engaged to high-ranking noble heirs one after another, their popularity has skyrocketed this year.

        

        Parents who would have been horrified if their children joined the cheerleading club are now actively encouraging it.

        

        With the increased popularity, the average appearance level of this year's cheerleading club students was also considerably high.

        

        "That was the cheerleading club!"

        

        I applauded their efforts with a satisfied smile.

        

        I should send them plenty of cola later.

        

        "..."

        

        Kani's stare from beside me was piercing.

        

        "Young master, do you like that sort of thing?"

        

        "Uh... well? It's nice to see such enthusiasm."

        

        "..."

        

        Kani pressed her body close to mine.

        

        "Should I do something like that for you?"

        

        What?

        

        I barely managed to stop myself from unconsciously agreeing.

        

        Instead, I responded by giving Kani's soft thigh a light slap.

        

        "Stop teasing your master."

        

        "Tch."

        

        Kani pouted while munching on popcorn.

        

        "Hey. Where did that popcorn come from?"

        

        The amount of popcorn in the container was noticeably different from when I last saw it.

        

        "Munch munch, I wonder? Maybe a ghost punished the perverted young master while he was distracted by women?"

        

        "...I'll let it slide just this once."

      

      
        

        After the ceremonial procedures were completed, just as things were starting to get boring, the branch head took the microphone.

        

        "Well, you've waited long enough~ Let's start the first match right away!"

        

        "Woooah!"

        

        "The first match is a battle between mages. It's Magic Department sophomore Reni versus Magic Department junior Orli!"

        

        Someone I know is competing in the first match.

        

        I took out the telescope I had prepared to observe more closely.

        

        "Eh? Let me see too!"

        

        Ignoring Kani who was clinging to me, I scanned the two competitors.

        

        Although Carden's victory was expected since she uses demon power, you never know what might happen, and there might be something to learn.

        

        "Is this Reni person strong?"

        

        "Extremely strong."

        

        "Compared to you, young master?"

        

        "...Under certain conditions, she's stronger than me."

        

        "Hmm... so she's not just good at eating yanggaeng."

        

        It seems Kani has Carden fixed in her mind as the woman who's good at eating yanggaeng.

        

        Well, it was shocking that she ate all of it...

        

        "The two mages are carefully sizing each other up!"

        

        If Carden used all of her demon power, it would be over in a second, but fortunately, she doesn't seem to intend to use it all.

        

        "Hendel~"

        

        Just then, a pink-haired girl with a bob cut approached our seats.

        

        "Who are you?"

        

        Kani reacted sharply to the unfamiliar person.

        

        Thinking this would be a good opportunity to make a friend for Kani, I introduced Serina.

        

        "This is Serina, a sophomore in the Knight Department. She's so talented that the Second Prince and the next Blue Tower Master are chasing after her."

        

        Kani, who had been strangely wary of Serina, finally smiled brightly and greeted her.

        

        "Hello, I'm Kani, who has been taking care of the young master since he was born."

        

        "Oh, hello!"

        

        The two exchanged bright smiles.

        

        I nodded with satisfaction.

        

        Yes, this is the normal reaction.

        

        The project to make Marine and Serina friends might take some time, but the project to make friends for Kani seems like it will succeed quickly.

        

        Serina plopped down in the empty seat next to me.

        

        "The tournament's going well, right?"

        

        Serina asked with a bright smile.

        

        I had originally planned to whine about how she should have consulted with me beforehand, but seeing her bright smile, I couldn't bring myself to complain.

        

        Well, it turned out fine in the end.

        

        "Yes, thank you."

        

        "Hehe."

        

        Serina smiled cheerfully.

        

        Kani, sitting beside me, gave her a strange look.

        

        "Um, Serina, weren't you aiming for the Second Prince or the next Tower Master? If you stay next to the young master, you might be misunderstood..."

        

        "Haha, those two gentlemen have indeed shown interest in me, but I think it's too much for me... so I've been declining."

        

        "Hmm..."

        

        As expected, when women meet, they immediately start talking about romance.

        

        This is how they become friends.

        

        I watched the two with satisfaction.

        

        "Oh right! I brought a lunchbox."

        

        Serina rummaged through her bag and pulled out a lunchbox.

        

        Inside were appetizing sandwiches.

        

        "Here, have one. Kani, please have one too!"

        

        "Thanks."

        

        "...Thank you."

        

        Taking a bite of the sandwich, I was surprised.

        

        Crisp, fresh vegetables.

        

      

      
        A patty with a grilled flavor that somehow came from the kitchen.

        

        And sauce that seemed homemade.

        

        It made me reconsider my assumption that all sandwiches were more or less the same.

        

        Kani, who also took a bite, seemed very surprised too.

        

        Usually happy when eating delicious food, Kani was for some reason chewing the sandwich with a gloomy expression.

        

        "Another... powerful rival has appeared..."

        

        Kani looked dispirited.

        

        Though I didn't understand why, I decided to share some good news to cheer up the gloomy Kani.

        

        "Kani, Serina, Marine, and I have decided to have tea time every Saturday. Would you like to join us?"

        

        "Yes!"

        

        Kani answered without hesitation.

        

        She seemed upset when I told her we had tea time last week, so she must have felt left out.

        

        "I'll prepare the food for tea time!"

        

        Come to think of it, Kani likes cooking too.

        

        Although she's not very good at it...

        

        "Ah... I was supposed to prepare that..."

        

        "Oh..."

        

        Thinking this was a good opportunity for them to become friends, I offered a simple solution.

        

        "You can make it together! Serina, it's better to have a friend than to be alone in the kitchen, right?"

        

        Kani hesitantly asked.

        

        "Um... would it be okay if we made it together?"

        

        Serina smiled brightly, clearly pleased.

        

        "Of course!"

        

        "Yes, take this chance to learn cooking from Serina. You missed out on the pie she made last time."

        

        "Tch..."

        

        I gently patted Kani's head as she sulked.

        

        'I'll need to make arrangements with the Academy.'

        

        Normally, servants have difficulty entering the buildings, but with my influence, I should be able to get permission somehow.

        

        It's a bit troublesome, but if it means making friends for Kani, I can certainly endure this much.

        

        "Reni takes the first move! She fires an incredibly powerful fireball!!!"

        

        "In response, Orli counters with a 1st Circle Water spell that has good compatibility, but surprisingly, the fireball pushes through the water!"

        

        After cautiously observing each other, the two began fighting in earnest with Carden's opening attack.

        

        Judging by the power of the fireball, she seems to be using about 20% of her demon power, but it was overwhelming Orli's magic, who must be skilled enough to have made it to the main tournament.

        

        "R-Reni's skills are amazing!"

        

        Orli was visibly flustered after being pushed back despite using a spell with favorable compatibility.

        

        She tried to maintain her composure but her unsteadiness was apparent.

        

        Gritting her teeth, she swung her parasol, which served as her auxiliary tool.

        

        "Wind Cutter!"

        

        The wind cutter shot out with a slicing sound.

        

        Swish.

        

        She barely managed to cut through the fireball before it reached her body.

        

        "Good, next—Ack!"

        

        Orli, who had just countered the fireball and was preparing her next spell, yelped in surprise and threw herself to the side.

        

        Reni, with her body enhanced by demon power, had suddenly appeared behind the sliced fireball.

        

        Although protective magic for duels was in place, meaning a punch wouldn't cause pain, the timid mage Orli couldn't muster any fighting spirit after seeing a fist cutting through the air right in front of her face.

        

        How could a mage's fist make such a sound?

        

        Acknowledging the significant difference in both physical ability and magic, Orli threw down her parasol.

        

        "I surrender!"

        

        "Wow... her physical abilities are no joke!"

        

        "How can a mage be so..."

        

        "She seems stronger than me..."

        

        Everyone in the venue marveled at Carden's incredible physical abilities despite being a mage.

        

        Professor Jidan Adena from the Knight Department, who had been standing by like a decorative screen, spoke for the first time.

        

        "I don't understand why she didn't join the Knight Department."

        

        I agree.
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        "The next match is between Knight Department's Marine Deripozer and Knight Department's Carnegie Railai."

        

        "Woah!"

        

        There's an enthusiastic response from the crowd, probably because they have a chance to see Marine's skills, who is considered the next Sword Master.

        

        Carnegie, who had been striking exaggerated poses and spouting chuunibyou lines, now has a frozen expression.

        

        As a fellow Knight Department student who knows Marine's abilities, he seems to realize he's no match for her.

        

        "Kyaaah! Go, oppa, fighting!!"

        

        "Haha..."

        

        He looks like he wants to surrender immediately, but oblivious cheers erupt from female students who aren't from the Knight Department.

        

        With that kind of encouragement, he probably can't surrender even if he wants to.

        

        I watched leisurely, hoping to see this annoying guy get taught a lesson.

        

        Serina, Marine's fangirl, sparkled with anticipation for Marine's victory.

        

        In contrast to the extremely tense Carnegie, Marine exudes confidence without even drawing her sword.

        

        It doesn't seem like she's trying to show off her skills; she genuinely doesn't feel the need to draw her weapon.

        

        Carnegie, apparently well aware of the skill gap between them, doesn't take offense at Marine's attitude.

        

        "Such confidence," the female professor commented briefly.

        

        "Match, begin!"

        

        As the match starts, Carnegie calmly draws upon his magical power.

        

        His sword shimmers with blue light.

        

        Regardless of my personal opinion of him, he must have some basic skill to have made it to the top 16.

        

        Marine just stands there expressionlessly, showing no particular reaction.

        

        With a whooshing sound, Carnegie launches forward.

        

        "Hnngh!"

        

        Deciding to compete with raw power, he swings his sword down with a battle cry.

        

        Even with the sword coming right at her face, Marine shows no reaction.

        

        While my heart pounds with worry that she might get hurt despite my faith in her skills, Marine opens her palm.

        

        CLANG!

        

        Amazingly, her bare palm meets the magic-infused sword, producing a metallic sound.

        

        "Whew..."

        

        Carnegie's sword, which had just exchanged a blow, now has a crack in it.

        

        "My goodness..."

        

        The audience falls paradoxically silent at the unbelievable sight.

        

        "Truly impressive..." The female professor nodded, acknowledging Marine's skill.

        

        "Waaah! As expected of Lady Marine, her magical control is absolutely incredible!"

        

        Serina squeals beside me.

        

        "How did she do that?"

        

        "She precisely manipulated her magic to form a thin layer across her entire palm! Her hand itself became a sword!"

        

        "Wow..."

        

        Now that Carnegie has attacked, it's Marine's turn.

        

        Without taking a single step from her position, Marine swings her palm.

        

        Woooosh.

        

        A sharp blade of magical energy shoots toward Carnegie.

        

        'She's using Wind Cutter without any casting.'

        

        "Urgh..."

        

        Carnegie barely blocks the magical blade that Marine casually fired.

        

        After he blocks one, Marine fires two more.

        

        "Grrgh..."

        

        He barely manages to block them, but a large gash appears on Carnegie's left arm.

        

        This time, four blades.

        

        Four blades flying toward him with undiminished power.

        

        Carnegie looked like he desperately wanted to surrender, but perhaps due to pride, he tried to respond without giving up.

        

        Everyone already knows Carnegie is being completely dominated anyway.

        

        CLANG! CLANG! CLANG!

        

        The female professor intervenes, blocking Marine's blades in place of Carnegie, who was gritting his teeth.

        

        "You know you couldn't have blocked those, right?"

        

        "Yes..."

        

        "Winner, Marine."

        

        Despite the winner being declared, the arena remains quiet.

        

        The earlier match between Carden and Orli was fairly entertaining, but this one was so one-sided that the audience seems unsure how to react.

        

        'Maybe I should applaud first.'

        

        As I'm hesitating, Serina stands up from the seat next to me and cheers.

        

        "Kyaaah! Lady Marine, you're amazing!!!"

        

      

      
        Marine, twitching her eyebrows, looks in our direction and flinches with surprise when our eyes meet.

        

        I awkwardly smile and applaud.

        

        Clap, clap, clap.

        

        With Serina breaking the ice, light applause erupts from the audience.

        

        Looking slightly pleased, Marine nods and returns to the waiting room.

        

        The matches continue one after another.

        

        Though not as flashy as Marine's and Carden's matches, fights between more evenly matched opponents are often more entertaining.

        

        The atmosphere in the stands, which had cooled after Marine's match, heats up again.

        

        After the quarterfinals and semifinals, the final match is, as expected, between the Demon King's daughter Carden and the next Sword Master candidate Marine.

        

        As fate would have it, it's the academy's traditional rivalry: Magic Department vs. Knight Department, which has the atmosphere burning hot.

        

        However, since Reni is more popular in her department, she receives more cheers.

        

        Well then, I should help balance things out.

        

        "Marine, fighting!!!"

        

        Marine, who hadn't reacted much to the Knight Department's support, somehow notices my cheer and looks at me.

        

        Heh.

        

        Wait, did she just smile?

        

        Serina must have seen that smile too, as she makes a fuss.

        

        "Hendel, did you see that? Just now, Lady Marine smiled!"

        

        This crazy fangirl's face turns red as she makes a commotion.

        

        She actually smiled at me, but I decided not to shatter the fangirl's fantasy.

        

        "Yeah, yeah, I'm jealous."

        

        "Hehe, I'm glad we held this tournament."

        

        "Ten seconds until the match!"

        

        Marine remains expressionless before the match, while Carden is sweating profusely, apparently very nervous.

        

        If Carden, who's drawing on demonic power, is that nervous, how strong must Marine be?

        

        Woooosh.

        

        A bluish energy emanates from Carden's body, and something bulges from her back.

        

        "Huh? What's that?"

        

        Serina questions beside me.

        

        Has my master gone mad?

        

        I immediately stood up to stop the match.

        

        Noticing my movement, Carden looks in my direction and shakes her head.

        

        Perhaps she hasn't fully drawn on her power, as the small wings that grew didn't pierce through her T-shirt.

        

        'So this much is okay?'

        

        Marine seems to notice Carden's amplified power, twitching her eyebrows.

        

        From what I can tell, Carden has drawn about 30% of her demonic power.

        

        All this for a cola...

        

        "Then, let the match begin!"

        

        "Waaah!"

        

        As the match starts, Marine draws her sword from its scabbard for the first time.

        

        Even Marine must sense that Carden's power is not to be taken lightly.

        

        Carden immediately begins casting, based on her enhanced strength.

        

        "Haste."

        

        "Strength."

        

        Carden chants enhancement spells rather than attack spells.

        

        It seems she plans to engage in close combat, leveraging her physical abilities enhanced by demonic power.

        

        She entered the academy because she loves magic, but in crucial moments, she chooses physical combat.

        

        "It seems... Miss Reni has chosen close combat..."

        

        The expression of Carden Matap, the branch director who rides a broom like a traditional mage, doesn't look good.

        

        "She's making a good choice by actively utilizing her strengths," the female professor responds positively.

        

        Marine charges first with her sword.

        

        Carden, with knuckles equipped on her fists, extends her punch against the sword.

        

        BOOM!

        

        The collision of such powerful forces sounds like an explosion.

        

        Whoosh.

        

        The thick smoke from the explosion billows toward the audience.

        

        "Wind!"

        

        The branch director hurriedly casts a wind spell to disperse the smoke.

        

        "Phew, glad I saved my popcorn."

        

        "Wow, did you see those sparks just now?"

        

        Thanks to the branch director's quick response, the audience didn't miss the duel.

        

      

      
        ***

        

        BOOM.

        

        BOOM.

        

        When metal meets metal, it doesn't produce a metallic sound but an explosive one.

        

        After exchanging ten blows, Marine and Carden glare at each other.

        

        "What are you..." Marine speaks for the first time in today's match.

        

        "Hehehe, surprised that you're not the best anymore?"

        

        Perhaps due to drawing on demonic power, Carden's sweet Reni mode has ended, and her true nature is emerging.

        

        She's deliberately provoking Marine.

        

        "Ha... I'll make you regret this."

        

        Marine sighs, and somehow I see the familiar image of a female school bully in her.

        

        Woooosh.

        

        Marine, whose only weakness is said to be her small mana pool, seems to think she can't end this quickly and begins to gather all her magical power.

        

        Thinking she'll win if she endures, Carden takes a defensive stance.

        

        WHOOSH!

        

        Marine charges in at such a speed that she leaves afterimages.

        

        BOOM! BOOM! BOOM!

        

        Blows are exchanged at a speed too fast for the eye to follow.

        

        "Ugh..."

        

        Carden groans, finding it difficult to defend.

        

        "W-what's happening?"

        

        "I don't know..."

        

        Even the elite academy students can't keep up with this fierce battle.

        

        Carden, being overpowered, kept talking to Marine, trying to create an opening.

        

        "Just share some cola."

        

        "No."

        

        "You have plenty of money anyway."

        

        "..."

        

        Marine glances at Hendel, and Carden doesn't miss it.

        

        "Don't tell me, it's because it's Hendel's cola?"

        

        "..."

        

        Carden, whose patience has decreased due to using demonic energy, doesn't miss this opportunity.

        

        "Want me to tell you something?"

        

        "What."

        

        "Hendel is my slave."

        

        "What are you talking about?"

        

        Carden smiles mischievously.

        

        "He even signed a contract, agreeing to be my slave."

        

        "You think I'll believe that?"

        

        "Do you think I'm lying?"

        

        Marine's instinct told her that Carden was telling the truth when she looked into her eyes.

        

        'Why would Hendel...'

        

        That brilliant Hendel wouldn't have entered such a contract of his own will.

        

        Then...

        

        Yes, he must have been threatened by that woman.

        

        Seeing the formidable power that matches her own, even Hendel would have had difficulty defeating her.

        

        Judging by that vulgar way of speaking, she couldn't even imagine what hardships Hendel must be enduring as a slave.

        

        'I must save Hendel.'

        

        Years ago, Marine had awakened once to save Hendel in a dungeon.

        

        Now she awakens again to rescue him.

        

        WOOOOSH.

        

        An eerie sound resonates, and the magical energy surrounding Marine's sword gradually turns red.

        

        "...This looks dangerous."

        

        Even Carden, who had been provoking Marine, senses something is wrong and backs away.

        

        Flutter, flutter.

        

        An enormous magical wind emanates from around Marine's body.

        

        "My goodness."

        

        Knight Department Professor Jidan Adena was shocked at the unbelievable sight.

        

        This massive magical wind.

        

        This resonant sound.

        

        Today, a new master of the sword has been born in this academy.
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        "..."

        

        "Wow, that's impressive!"

        

        "What's going on? What's happening?"

        

        The Knight Department students all stood with their mouths agape, unable to say a word, while students from other departments who didn't know exactly what had happened whispered among themselves.

        

        Several adults sitting in the stands hurriedly made their exit.

        

        I nudged Serina, who was standing with her mouth wide open.

        

        "What is it? Why are you reacting like that? Is Marine okay?"

        

        The magical energy response was clearly unusual, even at first glance.

        

        I was afraid something might be wrong with Marine's body.

        

        Serina stammered as she opened her mouth.

        

        "She's... she's more than okay... she's just achieved something that will be recorded in history..."

        

        "..."

        

        The sudden burst of magical energy.

        Serina's words about an achievement worthy of historical record.

        

        Based on these two pieces of evidence, I roughly figured out what had happened to Marine.

        

        "Did Marine reach the level of Sword Master?"

        

        "Yes..."

        

        Serina's expression had moved beyond respect to one of pure ecstasy.

        

        I thought one would need to at least graduate from the academy to reach that level, but she had already become a Sword Master.

        

        Once again, I found myself in awe of my childhood friend's greatness.

        

        I'd better listen to her well...

        

        ***

        

        In the center of the arena.

        

        With Marine reaching the level of Sword Master, the match felt essentially over, though it hadn't officially ended yet.

        

        Marine stood in the middle of the arena, savoring her magical energy that had turned red.

        

        Generally, magical energy appears blue, but once one surpasses a certain level, the color changes according to the user's disposition.

        

        Marine's magical energy had turned red as she reached the Sword Master level.

        

        It was the color symbolizing passion and anger.

        

        "Ugh..."

        

        Carden, who had unwittingly triggered Marine's awakening as a Sword Master, couldn't dare approach her even though her eyes were closed, due to the magical energy emanating from her body.

        

        'I should surrender...'

        

        Intellectually, he knew that now that Marine had reached the Sword Master level, he would need to use all his demonic powers to stand a chance against her.

        

        But the enormous amount of cola at stake made it difficult for him to surrender.

        

        If they had offered even 1,000 bottles as a second-place prize, he would have surrendered immediately.

        

        Marine, who had been controlling her magical energy with her eyes closed, finally seemed to have adapted as she slowly opened her eyes.

        

        Marine's blue eyes had changed to red under the influence of her magical energy.

        

        Marine gave Carden a cold smile.

        

        Her aura grew even stronger as she smiled coldly.

        

        Carden's instincts warned him that his opponent truly intended to kill him, and with his talent as a martial artist, he trusted those instincts.

        

        Feeling a threat to his life for the first time in his demonic existence, Carden felt his horns trembling as he immediately threw off his knuckles.

        

        "I... I surrender!"

        

        "Yes... the match ends with Miss Marine's victory. Um... Miss Marine?"

        

        Sensing something was wrong with Marine's reaction, Knight Department female professor Jidan drew her sword.

        

        "Miss Marine, please dispel your magical energy."

        

        Marine glanced at Jidan, ignored her, and charged at Carden.

        

        Clang!

        

        Jidan's drawn sword collided with Marine's and shattered into pieces.

        

        However, thanks to the brief opening created by Jidan's sword, Carden narrowly managed to leap away and avoid Marine's sword strike.

        

        "In the... world..."

        

      

      
        Jidan, a top-tier Sword Expert, was left speechless at the gap between herself and Marine.

        

        "W-wait! Actually, the slave contract was a losing deal for me!"

        

        Carden desperately tried to explain as he realized why Marine was angry.

        

        Marine remained cold and expressionless despite Carden's excuses.

        

        'I'm wrong, she's not listening to me right now.'

        

        Carden gave up on survival and mentally left his last will.

        

        Father, I'm sorry.

        Family, please stop fighting.

        

        As he waited helplessly for death...

        

        Whoosh!

        

        A giant beanstalk grew before his eyes, shielding him from her.

        

        Hendel, drenched in cold sweat, was rushing into the arena, with Serina and Kani following behind him.

        

        "Gravity!"

        

        The Carden Magic Tower branch director was also desperately trying to restrain Marine.

        

        "Marine, calm down! Close your eyes and try to control your magic slowly, okay?"

        

        Hendel clung to Marine, trying to persuade her, while Serina, the pink-haired girl with her sword drawn, stood in front of Carden protectively.

        

        Thud, thud, thud.

        

        "Huff, huff, Professor Caden, is it true?"

        

        "Yes, I witnessed her awakening myself. First, let's all calm Marine down."

        

        The sound of professors who had remained at the academy rushing over could be heard, as if someone had called them.

        

        "Hendel, I heard that woman has enslaved you. I'll kill her and save you."

        

        "No, that's not it! I'm basically the slave here!"

        

        "Yes, Car—I mean, Reni is right."

        

        "Hendel might be under Carden's control."

        

        "The contract! I'll show you the contract!"

        

        Hendel, hoping Marine would calm down, held her tightly in his arms.

        

        Marine's blazing magical energy stimulated Hendel, but he paid no mind and refused to let her go.

        

        "..."

        

        As Marine was buried in Hendel's warm embrace, she gradually began to calm down.

        

        Her blazing magical energy slowly subsided until it was merely at the level of a campfire.

        

        Hendel was relieved as Marine seemed to be regaining her senses.

        

        "Let's escape now."

        

        "Yes."

        

        The quick-witted Serina grabbed Carden's hand and quietly fled.

        

        Whether Carden left or not, Marine kept her eyes fixed on Hendel.

        

        "Hendel, give me your hand."

        

        "Sure, here."

        

        Marine nodded with relief as she saw the engagement ring still firmly in place.

        

        "Now show me your stomach."

        

        "What...? Why my stomach?"

        

        "I heard that when you make a slave contract with a demon, a tattoo appears on your stomach."

        

        Hendel flinched at Marine's realization that Carden was a demon, but given that she had reached the level of Sword Master, it would have been stranger if she didn't know.

        

        "Um... only succubi leave tattoos on stomachs. That friend is not a succubus, just a clumsy, gluttonous demon."

        

        Marine refused Hendel's refusal.

        

        "Show me."

        

        "..."

        

        Hendel reluctantly lifted his t-shirt.

        

        Marine carefully examined Hendel's stomach, caressing it.

        

        She even sniffed it.

        

        Seemingly satisfied, she nodded and opened her arms to Hendel.

        

      

      
        "I'm tired. Carry me."

        

        "..."

        

        A Sword Master claiming to be tired.

        

        No one would believe such an excuse from Marine.

        

        "Hurry."

        

        At her urging, Hendel had no choice but to carry Marine on his back.

        

        Sniff, sniff.

        

        Marine buried her nose in his back and inhaled his scent.

        

        Feeling embarrassed, Hendel left the arena.

        

        Professors who had rushed over upon hearing about the birth of a Sword Master tried to approach Marine, but Hendel warded them off with a glance.

        

        Hendel did this without much thought, but his action saved the lives of many professors.

        

        ***

        

        The cute daughter of the Northern Grand Duke.

        One of the Empire's three great beauties.

        Master of the sword.

        

        Marine, who had earned a new title, was being carried on Hendel's back as they headed to his home.

        

        It had been a long time since she'd been carried on Hendel's back since childhood.

        

        His back, broader than when they were children, made Marine want to lean on it, and the faint scent emanating from it excited her.

        

        Sniff, sniff.

        

        Seeing Marine burying her nose in his back, Hendel asked with discomfort:

        

        "Marine, does my back smell bad?"

        

        Marine, who had been under a lot of stress lately due to strange foxes popping up, decided to play a prank, enjoying this rare time alone with Hendel.

        

        "Yes, it smells really strong."

        

        Hendel's earlobes turned red.

        

        "I-I'm sorry. I didn't realize I smelled that bad... I'll use more perfume."

        

        Marine found such a Hendel incredibly cute.

        

        She buried her nose in the nape of his neck, inhaling his scent, and denied her previous statement.

        

        "Don't use any."

        

        "Huh? But you said I smell?"

        

        "I like Hendel's smell, so don't use perfume."

        

        "...Alright."

        

        Marine had always liked Hendel's natural scent, but not enough to bury her nose in it.

        

        However, after becoming a Sword Master, Marine's senses had developed, and with her enhanced sense of smell, she could enjoy Hendel's scent more deeply.

        

        She quickly became completely immersed in Hendel's smell.

        

        Originally, Marine hadn't been very aggressive with physical contact because she didn't want Hendel to dislike her.

        

        But after becoming a Sword Master, she gained confidence and now freely caressed Hendel's forearms and played with his Adam's apple according to her desires.

        

        "Ma-Marine?"

        

        "What?"

        

        "You're being too bold..."

        

        "Is that not allowed?"

        

        "No, it's not that it's not allowed, but..."

        

        "Then it's fine."

        

        "..."

        

        She ignored Hendel's mild objections and continued touching him as she pleased.

        

        She had always been extremely afraid of being hated and abandoned by Hendel, and she still didn't want him to dislike her.

        

        But now, even if he did come to dislike her, she had gained the ability to monopolize him as she wished.

        

        With her limits released, Marine caressed Hendel's nape and thought:

        

        'Hendel, you're mine forever.'

        

        'You were mine when we were young, you're mine now, and you'll be mine until you die.'

        

        'No, even after death.'

        

        Marine's blue eyes briefly flashed red before returning to normal.
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        Hendel's residence.

        

        As if they had already heard about Marine's movements, numerous people were lined up in front of Hendel's house.

        

        "Greetings, Lady Marine. I am Lariat, an investigator from the Imperial Knights..."

        

        "Long live Sword Master Marine!"

        

        From imperial personnel who rushed out upon hearing rumors of Marine becoming a Sword Master, to citizens who had somehow heard the news and gathered to congratulate her achievement.

        

        I gestured to the knights guarding the door.

        

        "Excuse me, come out!"

        

        "Make way!"

        

        The knights dispersed the crowd, and I entered the residence with the person from the imperial court.

        

        Seated on the sofa, I faced the imperial investigator.

        

        Marine lay with her head on my thigh, looking at the imperial investigator named Lariat with disapproving eyes.

        

        Although he was from the imperial court, even he had to yield before the Deriposer Duchy, which had now produced Sword Masters for two generations.

        

        "Lady Marine, I don't wish to trouble you further. Could you just show some proof that you are indeed a Sword Master?"

        

        "If I show you proof, you'll leave right away?"

        

        "Of course."

        

        Marine rose from her seat with an annoyed expression and closed her eyes.

        

        Wooong.

        

        The sound of magical power filled the living room.

        

        I could feel the passing knights stealing glances.

        

        It was only natural they would want to peek, given that a Sword Master—every knight's dream—was right before their eyes.

        

        I gestured to them, allowing them to watch freely.

        

        Swish, swish.

        

        Clack, clack.

        

        Clang!

        

        The magical wind emanating from Marine's body shook the surrounding furniture.

        

        That's expensive...

        

        Booong.

        

        Eventually, a red sword made of magical power floated above Marine's head.

        

        "In...incredible..."

        

        "Wow..."

        

        The imperial representative's eyes gleamed as he wrote something in his notebook, while the knights' eyes sparkled like young boys, regardless of their age.

        

        The opportunity to witness a Sword Master's magical manipulation was rare, so this would have a positive influence on the knights.

        

        "There, I've shown you my unique magical power and my magic sword. That's enough, right? Now leave."

        

        "Yes, then I'll—"

        

        Before he could finish speaking, Marine flicked her finger.

        

        The imperial investigator was expelled without even having a chance to scream.

        

        "..."

        

        Even I, who prided myself on my magical prowess, couldn't comprehend the ability Marine had just demonstrated.

        

        'The gap has widened considerably...'

        

        The Marine who once burned with competitive spirit toward me as a child was gone, replaced by a monster.

        

        Though Marine wouldn't harm me, the realization that she could make me disappear from this world if she wanted sent chills down my spine.

        

        "Purr."

        

        Oblivious to my fear, Marine was purring like a cat, enjoying my lap as a pillow and my hand stroking her hair.

        

        Looking at her like this, she seemed completely harmless.

        

        Marine, who was enjoying my touch, opened her eyes.

        

        "Hendel, should I move out of the dormitory?"

        

        "Huh?"

        

        "Now that I'm a Sword Master, there must be a hundred times more people in the empire who have business with me."

        

        "That's true."

      

      
        

        Sword Masters are treated as walking nuclear bombs in this world.

        

        If they wanted to, they could single-handedly destroy an entire city, and they're a force that can't be matched except by another Sword Master or Archmage.

        

        Naturally, people who need the help of such power are abundant across the continent.

        

        Marine seemed concerned about this.

        

        "What do you think, Hendel?"

        

        "I also think it would be good for you to leave the dormitory."

        

        "Hmm, then can I live at your residence?"

        

        "My...my residence?"

        

        "Yes, we lived together when we were young anyway, so there's no reason we can't live together now."

        

        The image of Marine's father, Callis Deriposer, another Sword Master of the empire, flashed through my mind.

        

        Though the Northern Grand Duke is kind to me, allowing Marine—a grown adult by this world's standards—to live with me is a different matter.

        

        As a father with an adorable daughter, wouldn't his heart break?

        

        He might fly in from the north to tear me apart.

        

        Even if Marine promised to protect me, there would still be a considerable skill gap between the newly appointed Sword Master Marine and the Northern Grand Duke.

        

        Just imagining it terrified me, so I shook my head.

        

        "If we live together, your father might tear me to pieces."

        

        "..."

        

        Marine pondered.

        

        "Then, if I get Dad's permission, can we live together?"

        

        Between the ghost Archmage haunting my residence and everything else, I didn't particularly want to live with Marine, but...

        

        Knowing Marine's frightening capabilities, I couldn't bring myself to refuse.

        

        "If the Northern Grand Duke gives permission..."

        

        "I'll ask him at the Sword Master celebration banquet."

        

        Traditionally, when a Sword Master or Archmage emerges, their family—or the imperial court if they have no family—hosts a celebratory banquet.

        

        Assuming messengers ride diligently, it takes over two weeks to reach the north.

        

        The Northern Grand Duke, being a Sword Master, would arrive in the capital quickly, so the banquet would take about three weeks to arrange.

        

        "Will you stay in the dormitory until then?"

        

        "I think so."

        

        Pah.

        

        As I was placing a sweet biscuit in Marine's mouth, I suddenly felt a chill down my spine.

        

        Startled, I turned around to find the exhausted Northern Grand Duke standing there.

        

        "H-how...?"

        

        The Northern Grand Duke glanced at Marine, who was lying with her head on my thigh.

        

        Marine jumped up in surprise.

        

        "..."

        

        "..."

        

        A moment of silence.

        

        "As it happens, I came to the capital to consult with the imperial court, and I heard rumors that my daughter had become a Sword Master..."

        

        I couldn't bring myself to meet the Northern Grand Duke's eyes.

        

        What father would be happy to see his adorable daughter lying with her head on a man's thigh?

        

        Marine was pouting like a daughter whose affectionate moment had been interrupted.

        

        She seemed to be trying to engage in a battle of wills by slightly raising her magical power, but apparently realized she was outmatched and gave up.

        

        "Haha..."

        

        The Northern Grand Duke seemed both dismayed and strangely pleased that Marine had considered fighting him.

        

        "You really are a Sword Master. I'm proud of you, Marine."

        

        "...If you're proud of your daughter, give me a gift."

        

        "What do you want?"

        

        Marine pointed at me.

        

        For a moment, I was startled, thinking she was asking for me as a gift, but fortunately, her request wasn't for me directly.

        

      

      
        "I want to leave the dormitory and live with Hendel."

        

        "..."

        

        Marine, seemingly pleased that she didn't have to wait, boldly requested to live with me.

        

        The Northern Grand Duke's gaze fell upon me.

        

        As expected of a Sword Master, he projected his will through magical power, even though I was avoiding his eyes.

        

        'Did you seduce her?'

        

        I desperately shook my head in denial.

        

        After standing and contemplating for a while, the Northern Grand Duke slumped onto the sofa.

        

        "Well... I knew this would happen someday and was somewhat prepared for it, but... it's still unsettling."

        

        The Northern Grand Duke slammed the table heartily.

        

        "Fine, I permit you to live together."

        

        "Dad, I love you!"

        

        "..."

        

        While I secretly hoped he would refuse the cohabitation, the Northern Grand Duke was a doting father who couldn't resist his adorable daughter.

        

        "However."

        

        The Northern Grand Duke now looked at Marine.

        

        "You must unconditionally follow two conditions set by Hendel and one suggestion from me. This must be promised with a soul contract."

        

        "..."

        

        My goodness.

        

        He's giving me a means to control Marine.

        

        Father, I love you.

        

        Now that's what I call approval.

        

        In contrast to my welcoming attitude, Marine frowned and refused.

        

        "No."

        

        The Northern Grand Duke simply turned his head.

        

        "Then you can't live with Hendel."

        

        "Ugh..."

        

        Marine seemed torn, not wanting restrictions but desperately wanting to live together.

        

        "Let me see the conditions..."

        

        Finally, she entered negotiations.

        

        The Northern Grand Duke took out a soul contract from his pocket and wrote down the first condition.

        

        [Hendel and Marine shall not engage in sexual relations until they graduate from the academy.]

        

        "..."

        

        'My goodness.'

        

        A more direct condition than I had imagined.

        

        Marine tugged at her hair in contemplation, then nodded and looked at me.

        

        "What are Hendel's conditions?"

        

        I swallowed hard and wrote down what I had quickly thought of.

        

        I understood the Northern Grand Duke's intention to give me control over Sword Master Marine, but if I wrote conditions that were too harsh, the Northern Grand Duke would disapprove.

        

        [Marine cannot physically or mentally harm any of Hendel's acquaintances without Hendel's approval.]

        

        [Marine must attend Saturday tea time every week. In case of circumstances preventing attendance, she may be absent after consulting with Hendel.]

        

        The Northern Grand Duke looked at my conditions, twitched his eyebrows, and conveyed his will.

        

        'Can you control Marine with just these?'

        

        Not as skilled in mana manipulation as the Northern Grand Duke, I nodded instead of infusing my will into mana.

        

        Marine's expression wasn't bad after checking the conditions, suggesting she found them acceptable.

        

        Scribble, scribble.

        

        Marine signed first, followed by me.

        

        As we completed the contract, the Northern Grand Duke sent his will once more.

        

        'Please control our Marine well.'

        

        I silently nodded.
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        "Then I'll go prepare the celebration banquet right away. I'll contact your residence once the schedule is set."

        

        "Yes, understood."

        

        Marine waved her hand gently, and I kept my head bowed at a 90-degree angle until the Northern Grand Duke's figure disappeared.

        

        "Well, I'll go get my things right away."

        

        "Sure..."

        

        Marine rushed to the dormitory using her magical power as if there wasn't a moment to lose.

        

        "...Impressive."

        

        Normally, when crossing the wall between different magical properties, it takes some time to adapt to the changed magical power.

        

        But true to her genius, Marine, despite having become a Sword Master only recently, demonstrated walking on air by utilizing her magical power.

        

        "Young Master~"

        

        Just then, Kani returned to the residence.

        

        She had Serina and Karden in tow.

        

        I had felt slightly uncomfortable about leaving Kani behind without any means of protection, but fortunately, she had found her way back to the residence safely.

        

        Though I'm not sure why she brought those two along.

        

        Serina, standing in front of the residence, momentarily stopped in her tracks, seemingly surprised by the size of the house, before following closely behind Kani.

        

        Karden, who had become temporarily destitute but was born with a silver—no, an adamantium spoon—showed no particular reaction.

        

        Well, considering his home is probably the Demon King's castle, a (former) duke's residence would look like a toy to him.

        

        "Come in."

        

        "U...um, okay."

        

        Serina seemed to shrink back, newly aware of the gap in status upon seeing the residence.

        

        "They're friends, so please guide them well."

        

        "Yes, Young Master."

        

        After leaving Serina and Karden with the servants, I gently pulled Kani aside.

        

        "How did you become friends with those two? And why did you bring them to the residence?"

        

        "Aren't they both your friends, Young Master?"

        

        "They are."

        

        "Well, I found Reni trembling at the arena and felt sorry for him, so I brought him along. As for Serina, the area in front of the Knight Department dormitory was so crowded that she lost her way, so I brought her too. Did I do well?"

        

        "Yes, you did well."

        

        If that was the case, I had to acknowledge it.

        

        After whispering briefly with Kani, I headed to the reception room.

        

        In the reception room, Karden was listlessly eating food, while Serina was discussing cakes with the chef.

        

        I wasn't surprised by Serina's genuine interest in baking, but Karden's lack of energy while eating was clearly an abnormal sign.

        

        It seems he was intimidated by the killing intent Marine had emitted at the end of the duel...

        

        Or maybe he was just down because he couldn't get his cola.

        

        I sat across from Karden to figure out why he was in a bad mood.

        

        "Master, why are you so down while eating such delicious food? Is it because Marine went berserk at the end of the duel? Don't worry about that. I even got a contract from Marine guaranteeing your safety."

        

        Karden shook his head as he put a small piece of steak into his mouth.

        

        "That's part of it, but there's another reason."

        

        "What is it? Is it because you couldn't get cola? Don't worry, I'll send you as much cola as you want."

        

        "Really?"

        

        Karden's expression finally brightened.

        

        I asked, curious:

        

        "But didn't your allowance start coming in again? Are you still short on money?"

        

        "It's been cut off..."

      

      
        

        "What? Even though you're the Demon King's daughter, they cut off your allowance?"

        

        "I've been trying to contact home continuously, but they say they can't give me an allowance..."

        

        "Did you fight with your father again?"

        

        Karden took a sip of cola from her glass and said:

        

        "It's embarrassing to say this myself, but my father is quite the daughter-doting type. No matter how big our fight was when I left, he wouldn't cut off my allowance."

        

        "..."

        

        "I think it's probably my second sibling's doing."

        

        "Second sibling?"

        

        "Yes, I have a younger sibling who's practically confirmed as the next Demon King. It seems my father is stepping down and my sibling is taking over."

        

        "Are you on bad terms?"

        

        I wasn't sure if sibling relationships could be bad enough to cut off allowances.

        

        "We're not on good terms, but not particularly bad either... I don't know why they cut it off."

        

        After hearing Karden's situation, I pondered for a moment.

        

        "Master, I'll cover your living expenses."

        

        "T-that's a bit embarrassing..."

        

        "Oh, why is a demon so meek?"

        

        "..."

        

        "Don't worry, I don't plan to give it for free either."

        

        At those words, Karden guarded herself, covering her chest.

        

        "M-my body is off limits!"

        

        "..."

        

        Karden crossed her arms to hide her chest, but she didn't seem to realize that this actually made her breasts protrude more between her arms, making her look even more provocative.

        

        "I'm not particularly interested in demon bodies either. I just want you to be my friend in exchange for a friend fee."

        

        "Friend fee...? What's that?"

        

        "It's receiving money in exchange for being a friend."

        

        "You get paid to be someone's friend?"

        

        Karden didn't seem to believe me at all.

        

        "Even though I've lived in the demon realm, don't make such jokes. No one would believe that."

        

        "..."

        

        "Besides, if you buy a friend with money, is that really a friend? That's just a service worker."

        

        "..."

        

        It was an irrefutable point.

        

        Karden, who had always been popular and had friends despite being treated as unusual after coming to the human world, didn't seem to understand the concept of a friend fee...

        

        "Just accept it as something that exists and move on."

        

        "Ah. You made up this nonsensical concept because you were afraid I wouldn't accept if you just offered money... Thank you..."

        

        "Y-yeah..."

        

        "So what do I need to do formally?"

        

        I pointed at Serina, who was intently staring at a blueberry cake.

        

        "You, that pink-haired friend, Kani, and I will have tea time with Marine every Saturday. The pay is 1 gold per week, the same as that pink-haired friend Serina, and I'll advance you 10 gold upfront."

        

        "Got it."

        

        With the addition of the final member, Karden, the regular tea time group was complete.

        

        A Sword Master, a romance fantasy novel female lead, a powerful heir to the continent's wealthiest family and a transmigrator, the Demon King's eldest daughter, and a cute maid.

        

        The last member might seem a bit weak, but nonetheless, a party with an absurdly powerful lineup was formed.

        

        It looked like a lineup that could go defeat the Demon King right away.

        

      

      
        Since all members except Marine were gathered, I thought we might as well have a brief strategy meeting for the tea time on Saturday.

        

        Tap tap.

        

        I lightly tapped the table to focus everyone's attention.

        

        "Everyone here will participate in Saturday's tea time. I want to work out a simple strategy for the first tea time. Any opinions?"

        

        Karden raised her hand promptly.

        

        "What's the purpose of the tea time?"

        

        Ah, I realized I had only explained the purpose to Serina.

        

        I manipulated magical power to create letters in the air.

        

        [Purpose of Tea Time: Improving Marine's social skills.]

        

        "Everyone has met Marine, so you all know that Marine's social skills are terrible, even from my perspective as her childhood friend."

        

        "That's right."

        

        "Yeah, she's rude."

        

        "..."

        

        Even Serina, Marine's fervent follower, remained silent, tacitly agreeing with my opinion.

        

        "I think the reason Marine turned out like this is because she lacks experience interacting with people, making her awkward around others."

        

        Serina listened to my opinion with a serious expression.

        

        Kani seemed indifferent to my words.

        

        "Marine has me as a childhood friend, but at some point, we only met once every six months at best. Even that frequency decreased after Marine entered the academy."

        

        Karden, who couldn't understand the concept of a friend fee, surprisingly listened to my explanation seriously.

        

        She might not understand, but it seems she's determined to work hard for the money she received.

        

        "So I want to fill in Marine's missing experiences in human relationships from now on—experiences of playing together, eating together, laughing together."

        

        Serina cautiously raised her hand.

        

        "But didn't Lady Marine promise to have tea time with me in the garden last time? I think she'll refuse if we suggest going somewhere else..."

        

        "Even the most fun activities become boring if forced, right? That's why I didn't set such conditions."

        

        "Hmm... Well, I suppose if Hendel suggests it, Lady Marine would probably go along with it."

        

        "The goal is to have her experience more people besides me, so I don't plan to intervene much."

        

        "T-then how do we persuade her..."

        

        "Figuring out and implementing that method is our job."

        

        "..."

        

        Serina, who had been repeatedly put down by Marine, wore a serious expression.

        

        She must have realized how difficult this task would be.

        

        In contrast to the serious Serina, Karden laughed heartily.

        

        "What? That's nothing! I just need to approach Lady Marine and suggest we hang out together, right?"

        

        The three social outcasts, including myself, looked at Karden with incredulous expressions.

        

        "W-why... why are you looking at me like that?"

        

        I smirked.

        

        "If you succeed, I'll give you a thousand colas."

        

        "Remember that clearly? I'll definitely win her over at this week's tea time. You better prepare the cola in advance."

        

        I smiled slightly as I watched Karden, her gentle Reni mode half-switched off, revealing her confident true self.

        

        Kani and Serina, who had experienced Marine directly or indirectly, couldn't hold back their laughter either.

        

        Despite nearly being killed by Marine, Karden still doesn't seem to properly understand her.

        

        Our Marine is very cold to people other than me.

        

        Since we'll be cooperating from now on, it wouldn't hurt for Karden to experience Marine firsthand.

        

        'Fighting, Karden.'
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        Rattle.

        

        While discussing strategy with the Tea Time members, a loud noise came from outside the mansion.

        

        "What's that?"

        

        "I'll go check it out!"

        

        One of the knights standing nearby rushed out urgently.

        

        Our mansion was located in the most expensive area of the imperial capital's noble district, a peaceful neighborhood where disturbances were impossible due to the tight security maintained by the guard.

        

        Even for minor road repairs, officials would come bowing respectfully to request permission, so it seemed unlikely that any construction making such noise would have been approved.

        

        I was sipping the tea Serina had brewed, figuring we should wait for the knight to return with information.

        

        "Huff... huff..."

        

        After a brief wait, the knight returned, panting as he reported.

        

        "Lady Marine is arriving with a massive luggage cart."

        

        'Marine?'

        

        I was confused by this unexpected report, as I had thought it would take her considerable time to return due to the crowd camped outside the Knight Academy dormitory.

        

        "M-Marine is coming here? Why?"

        

        Kani, who had been laughing and socializing with the Tea Time members, suddenly froze.

        

        "Oh, Marine will be living in our mansion from now on. She said she was going to collect her belongings, but I didn't expect her back so soon."

        

        "Ah..."

        

        Kani's expression turned to despair.

        

        It made sense—having been scolded by Marine so often, Kani wouldn't welcome the news of Marine's cohabitation.

        

        "Hmm..."

        

        Carden was stroking his chin thoughtfully despite not having a beard, while Serina turned pale and rose from her seat.

        

        "W-we need to escape quickly!"

        

        "Huh? Why?"

        

        "If Lady Marine sees us playing with Hendel, she'll explode with anger."

        

        "Come on, friends can hang out together. I know Marine seems a bit obsessive about Hendel, but would she really get that angry?"

        

        "Yes, she'll definitely have a major meltdown."

        

        Serina, with her extensive experience with Marine, seemed certain that Marine would erupt in anger.

        

        "She's right, this is dangerous."

        

        Kani, who had known Marine since childhood, agreed with Serina's assessment.

        

        Like Carden, I thought, "Hmm... is it really that serious?" But knowing that Marine only restrained her personality in front of me, those two probably knew the real Marine better than I did.

        

        "Hendel, is there a back door we could escape through?"

        

        "Hmm... there's no specific back door..."

        

        As this had been a duke's mansion, there was likely at least one secret passage if we searched, but I had never seriously explored the mansion and didn't know where it might be.

        

        Then a place came to mind.

        

        "Ah! Follow me!"

        

        I led Serina and Carden at a run.

        

        Meanwhile, Kani began clearing away the evidence of our tea time.

        

        "This room."

        

        My chosen hiding place was none other than the room where the (former) Archmage was staying.

        

        No matter how powerful Marine was as a Swordmaster, with the Archmage's power, we could surely protect them.

        

        "Oh, you've brought friends?"

        

        The Archmage ghost, who had been writing a book in his room, greeted us with a bright smile when he saw me and my companions.

        

        "A... ghost?"

        

        Serina froze at the sight of the grinning specter holding a magic tome.

        

        "Ooh... what an interesting ghost."

        

        Carden examined the ghost with curious eyes.

        

        "Hmm... I thought you seemed familiar. You're a child with the Demon King's blood."

        

        "Gasp."

        

        Carden was startled that the ghost had noticed his identity and quickly backed away.

        

        "What? Demon King?"

        

        Serina, who had been frozen, tilted her head in confusion.

        

        This was something I might have shared eventually if the two became friends as I'd planned, but now wasn't the time.

        

        I hurriedly approached the Archmage ghost and massaged his shoulders.

        

        "Haha... Archmage, what a funny joke..."

        

        'Please, please take the hint.'

        

        "Hmm, it's not a joke, my apprentice."

        

        Serina, who had been afraid of the ghost, approached.

      

      
        

        "Are you really the Archmage? And who has the Demon King's blood...?"

        

        Serina silently looked at Carden.

        

        Carden was sweating profusely, avoiding Serina's eyes.

        

        "No wonder your skills seemed extraordinary..."

        

        Serina began gathering magical power.

        

        The protagonist's blood flowing through Serina apparently couldn't tolerate the presence of a demon race.

        

        "W-wait, can we calm down and talk?"

        

        Though flustered, Carden drew on his demonic power to prepare for Serina's attack.

        

        Pop.

        

        As he drew on his demonic power, two cute little horns grew on his head.

        

        "So you really are a demon!"

        

        Serina took a combat stance, gathering her magic.

        

        'Great, what do I do now?'

        

        With Marine approaching in real-time, there wasn't enough time to resolve this situation.

        

        "Hmm..."

        

        Snap!

        

        The Archmage ghost, who had started this fire and was sitting back, picked his nose and then snapped his fingers.

        

        Instantly, the magical power flowing from both women vanished without a trace.

        

        "Huh...?"

        

        "What?"

        

        Both were confused.

        

        "Apprentice, you're busy, right?"

        

        "Yes, Master."

        

        The Archmage ghost gestured for me to go.

        

        "I'll calm these two down, so go take care of your business."

        

        "Oh, thank you!"

        

        As expected of my master.

        

        Admiring his benevolence and broad-mindedness, I hurriedly left the room.

        

        "Young master! Lady Marine has entered the mansion!"

        

        It was Kani, who had come looking for me.

        

        "Let's hurry."

        

        I rushed to the main entrance with Kani.

        

        "Huff, huff..."

        

        My stamina as a mage and Kani's as a maid were equally poor.

        

        We both arrived at the main entrance, panting.

        

        "..."

        

        Marine, who had been waiting at the entrance, examined me and Kani with a cold expression.

        

        "What were you two doing to be so out of breath?"

        

        "Um... we heard you arrived and ran to greet you quickly."

        

        "Hmm..."

        

        Kani, standing beside me, nodded desperately.

        

        "Well... I'll believe you. Where should I put my luggage?"

        

        Behind Marine was a luggage cart, and judging by the absence of others, she seemed to have pulled it here alone.

        

        "What kind of things are they?"

        

        "I'll show you."

        

        Whoosh.

        

        Marine twirled her finger like some baby dinosaur from Earth, and the tarp covering the luggage cart flew into the air.

        

        Various items were loaded on the cart.

        

        A bed, mirror, cosmetics, clothes, paintings, frames, and more.

        

        I swallowed hard and asked.

        

        "Those paintings and frames... they all seem to be of me?"

        

        Marine nodded.

        

        "Yes, they're all Hendel."

        

        "Why me?"

        

        "Because we're friends."

        

        "..."

        

        "It's common sense for friends to have pictures and frames of each other."

        

      

      
        I don't know about that kind of common sense.

        

        "Since Hendel is my friend, you have pictures and frames of me too, right?"

        

        Since Kani knew the mansion's contents better than I did, I signaled to her with my eyes.

        

        Kani quickly caught my signal and answered for me.

        

        "Oh my, the young master treasures Lady Marine so much. He has two portraits of Lady Marine."

        

        Wait, we have those?

        

        Marine looked slightly satisfied.

        

        "Hendel, may I see them too?"

        

        "S-sure."

        

        Marine, who had been smiling kindly, suddenly changed her expression and instructed Kani.

        

        "Bring the paintings."

        

        "Yes, ma'am."

        

        Kani scurried away.

        

        Left alone with Marine, I called over the nearby knights and maids.

        

        "Please take these belongings to the room next to mine."

        

        "Wait."

        

        "Yes?"

        

        "Let's just share a room."

        

        "???"

        

        What did I just hear?

        

        I knew Marine had become more assertive since becoming a Swordmaster, but I never expected her to suggest sharing a room beyond just living together.

        

        "The contract..."

        

        "Why? There's no clause in the contract that says we can't share a room. It only restricts sexual relations."

        

        "That's true, but..."

        

        Marine waved away the knights who were about to touch her luggage.

        

        "Then I'll move my things to Hendel's room."

        

        She picked up a bed in her left hand and a wardrobe in her right.

        

        I desperately racked my brain.

        

        "W-wait."

        

        Marine turned her head sharply.

        

        "What?"

        

        Her expression was cold.

        

        Marine had always been kind to me until now, but since becoming a Swordmaster, she seemed to be showing a frightening side to me as well.

        

        I swallowed hard.

        

        "I... I don't think I can handle sharing a room with Marine."

        

        Thud.

        

        Marine put down the bed with a scary sound.

        

        "Why? Do you dislike sharing a room with me? Is it uncomfortable?"

        

        The air around us grew heavy, reflecting Marine's mood.

        

        "Eek!"

        

        The untrained maids were the first to cower in fear.

        

        "I don't think I can control myself if I share a room with Marine..."

        

        The heavy atmosphere instantly dissipated, and Marine's cheeks turned red.

        

        "What do you mean by that?"

        

        Look at her pretending not to understand when she clearly does.

        

        "I'm a healthy young man... at an age where I could get married soon. I don't trust myself not to do something inappropriate if we share a room."

        

        Marine's face gradually reddened.

        

        Her eyes were spinning.

        

        "I-I see! Since Hendel is a man... I'll be considerate and take the room next door!"

        

        Marine's face was so red that if this were a manga world, there would have been steam erupting from her head.

        

        Her brain seemingly malfunctioning, she staggered into the mansion still holding the bed and wardrobe.

        

        Crash!

        

        She bumped into and broke a statue as she wobbled, but didn't seem to notice as she continued inside.

        

        Just as she had broken her mother's prized artwork as a child, Marine still had a talent for destroying art pieces.

        

        After Marine entered the mansion, I was hit with intense regret.

        

        To think I'd say such embarrassing things to my childhood friend.

        

        I waved away the whispering servants and slowly entered the mansion.

        

        It was truly a day that made me want to die of embarrassment.
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        Fortunately, under the protection of the great mage ghost, Karden and Serina were able to escape the mansion safely without being noticed by Marine.

        

        They weren't caught because Marine was distracted with a silly grin on her face. If she had been more alert, those two wouldn't have made it out safely.

        

        Marine was organizing her belongings in the adjacent room, and with a moment of respite, I sat in a rocking chair contemplating the future ahead.

        

        Knock knock.

        

        At that moment, a knocking sound reached my ears.

        

        Having lived here for so long, I could tell it was Kani just from the sound of her knock.

        

        "What is it?"

        

        "The meal is ready. Please come and eat."

        

        "Okay, I'll be right there."

        

        Knock knock.

        

        I heard Kani knocking on the adjacent room after hearing my response.

        

        I tried to listen in on their conversation, but unfortunately, I couldn't hear anything from where I was.

        

        I grabbed a light outer garment and left the room.

        

        The dining room in this mansion is located on the first floor.

        

        Honestly, when I ate alone, I often had meals delivered to my room because I was too lazy to go downstairs, but now that Marine would be eating with me, that probably wouldn't be possible anymore.

        

        I trotted down the stairs to the dining room, where an unusually splendid meal caught my eye.

        

        Normally when I eat, a modest amount of food is served, but this time, with Marine joining for the meal, they seemed to have prepared a greater variety of dishes than usual.

        

        It was a wise choice.

        

        Marine's taste hadn't changed much since childhood, and she was still an extremely picky eater.

        

        After giving a light greeting to the nervous chef, I plopped down in a chair.

        

        Until now, since I only had to eat by myself, I always started eating as soon as I sat down, but the thought of having to wait for someone else gave me a peculiar feeling.

        

        I sipped on the prepared wine while waiting briefly, and Marine came trotting down.

        

        I had worried that after becoming a Sword Master, she might fly around even inside the mansion, but thankfully, Marine walked within the residence.

        

        "You changed your clothes?"

        

        "Yeah, since we're home, there's no need to wear uncomfortable clothes."

        

        Marine was wearing a pure white nightgown with frills that exposed her shoulders, which seemed a bit too revealing for sleepwear.

        

        The Confucian dragon inside me screamed in protest.

        

        "Isn't that a bit too revealing?"

        

        Marine, who had taken her seat, looked at me and smirked as if finding me cute.

        

        "Why? We're inside the mansion, and the only one who'll see is Hendel anyway."

        

        "..."

        

        Marine stretched her body forward.

        

        "Why... are you embarrassed?"

        

        I pushed away Marine as she leaned in toward me.

        

        "Enough, enough. Just eat your food."

        

        "Hmph."

        

        It seems her confidence has shot through the roof since becoming a Sword Master.

        

        Dealing with Marine, who runs without brakes, is becoming increasingly burdensome.

        

      

      
        Clatter, clatter.

        

        As the meal began, Marine quieted down and focused on eating.

        

        It was a chicken salad, but Marine picked out only the chicken and avoided all the vegetables.

        

        How old was she to still be picky about vegetables?

        

        I moved closer to Marine and poked at the vegetables with my fork, then held them up to her mouth.

        

        "Marine, say 'ah.'"

        

        Marine rolled her eyes at the tower of vegetables skewered on the fork.

        

        I could see her mind working, trying to figure out how to avoid eating the vegetables.

        

        In the past, when I insisted, Marine would squeeze her eyes shut and somehow manage to eat them.

        

        Somehow, she seemed to have regressed with age.

        

        I held the vegetables to Marine's mouth once more.

        

        Since I was fully aware of all Marine's allergies, I knew she wasn't unable to eat vegetables but simply chose not to, so I felt no concern.

        

        "Marine, open your mouth."

        

        "No."

        

        Finally, Marine turned her head away, openly rejecting the vegetables.

        

        I let out a deep sigh.

        

        "Why don't you eat vegetables?"

        

        "I hate that peculiar raw smell they have."

        

        "This is a salad with plenty of dressing on it. The kiwi dressing is really delicious, just try it once."

        

        "Ugh..."

        

        With this much encouragement, she should have at least tried it once with her eyes closed, but Marine was adamantly avoiding the vegetables.

        

        She might skip vegetables once or twice, but it seemed Marine planned to avoid them indefinitely.

        

        For the sake of her health, I needed to help her develop the habit of eating vegetables as soon as possible.

        

        I looked at Marine, who had somehow joined the meal, and said:

        

        "Ah, I prefer mature women like Kani who eat their vegetables well. Marine is still such a child."

        

        "Ahem!"

        

        Kani, who had been quietly eating while being mindful of the situation, was startled.

        

        Marine shot her a sharp glance.

        

        "What's she doing eating here anyway?"

        

        "I've always eaten with the young master..."

        

        "Really?"

        

        Kani sent me a silent plea for help.

        

        "Yes, Kani's right. We've always eaten together."

        

        "..."

        

        Marine looked like she was itching to say something, but fortunately, after glancing at me, she swallowed whatever she was about to say.

        

        Then, without a word, she bit into the vegetables skewered on my fork.

        

        Crunch, crunch.

        

        Marine chewed the lettuce with a deeply furrowed expression.

        

        "..."

        

      

      
        Her face, which had been so scrunched up that it looked like she might spit out the salad at any moment, gradually relaxed as she continued chewing.

        

        "It's better than you thought, right?"

        

        "..."

        

        Marine remained silent but gave a small nod.

        

        Watching Marine eat whatever I fed her brought back memories of feeding her carrots in the past.

        

        I had gone through so much trouble to get Marine to eat vegetables back then, and it was disappointing to see that she had reverted to her old habits after just a few years apart.

        

        In addition to improving Marine's social skills, I had a new goal.

        

        That goal was:

        

        To cure Marine's picky eating habits before graduation.

        

        ***

        

        "I'll be going now."

        

        "Yes, enjoy your classes."

        

        Kani, dressed in her maid uniform, bowed her head respectfully.

        

        Once Hendel, her master, disappeared, Kani raised her head.

        

        The innocent smile she had been wearing vanished, and she immediately began to move.

        

        Originally, she had planned to move more slowly, but after witnessing her biggest rival, Marine, become a Sword Master, and even worse, taking away Kani's only competitive advantage—living together with Hendel—she felt a great sense of crisis.

        

        Her intuition, honed by reading countless romance novels, screamed that this was an emergency and that she was heading toward a future of dying alone.

        

        Kani had felt hope when she saw Marine's mask of being a good girl in front of Hendel crack, but now that Marine had ascended to Sword Master, she no longer needed to pretend to be nice in front of Hendel.

        

        Even if she lost Hendel's favor, she could monopolize him with overwhelming power.

        

        No matter how powerful Hendel was as the next head of a powerful count's family, the authority that a Sword Master held in this world was beyond what a count could resist.

        

        Sword Masters were the only beings respected even by the emperor, who held the most powerful authority on earth.

        

        Because of this, Kani gave up on the ending where she would defeat Marine and emerge victorious.

        

        Instead, what Kani aimed for was an ending where there were no losers, where everyone would win.

        

        Kani, who had never even aspired to the position of legal wife, thought she would be happy if she could just stay with Hendel until her death.

        

        Fortunately for Kani, in this world, polygamy was common among nobles, and as luck would have it, there were many women with powerful abilities around Hendel.

        

        From the perspective of the perceptive Kani, these women hadn't fallen for Hendel as deeply as Marine or herself, but they did have a moderate level of interest in him.

        

        In this situation, Kani drew up a grand plan.

        

        It was clear that she alone could not even compete with Marine, let alone defeat her.

        

        Therefore, she would gather other powerful women to form an alliance, balance the power against Marine, then compromise to ultimately reach an ending where everyone would be chosen by Hendel.

        

        Conveniently, Hendel had created a good pretext with his tea time, making it easier to make contact.

        

        Normally, servants weren't allowed to enter the building, but thanks to the permit Hendel had obtained from the academy, there were no physical restrictions.

        

        To form an alliance, she first needed to make two women fall deeply for Hendel.

        

        Kani headed toward the Knight Department with sparkling eyes, determined to create a happy ending for everyone.

        

        From Kani's perspective, Karden was difficult to approach since she was in the same Magic Department as Hendel, and they had few points of contact.

        

        Also, judging from the fierce battle she had with Marine during the previous competition—even before becoming a Sword Master—Karden possessed considerable power, so Kani needed to be cautious in approaching her.

        

        In contrast, Kani had met and spoken with Serina during the previous competition, establishing a decent relationship through brief conversations.

        

        Additionally, Serina was a commoner, not a noble, and seemed to have a gentle personality, making her easier for Kani to approach.

        

        The red-haired maid took her first steps to execute her first operation for the grand plan. Operation name: [Serina Loves Hendel Too Much].

        

        She was confident that with her overwhelming indirect dating experience gained from reading countless romance novels, she could make Serina fall for him.
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        "Hmm, is this the right place?"

        

        Dressed in a maid uniform, Cani wandered through the academy, drawing stares from everyone around her.

        

        She had passed by the Knight Department a few times before, but the academy was so vast with so many buildings that finding her way wasn't easy.

        

        "Wow, she's cute."

        

        "Yeah, she is."

        

        Students who were watching Cani adorably as she scurried about suddenly panicked and tried to stop her when she attempted to enter a building.

        

        "Staff aren't allowed inside!"

        

        "You might incur the nobles' wrath!"

        

        Concerned that Cani might get in trouble, the commoner students blocked her way, but she pulled out a piece of paper from her maid uniform pocket.

        

        "I have permission."

        

        The students' eyes widened when they saw the pass with the Academy Director's personal signature.

        

        "Wow, Director Lee's personal signature! Do you work for a noble family?"

        

        "The Count Edgar family."

        

        "Oh! Then you're Hendel's..."

        

        Cani nodded.

        

        "Sorry for stopping you. Please go in."

        

        "Thank you."

        

        Grateful for the students' kindness, Cani entered the Knight Department building.

        

        "Wow, they gave a pass to a maid."

        

        "She's young and pretty. Must be Hendel's woman."

        

        "Seems like it."

        

        Secretly paying attention to the students' conversation, Cani entered the building with a satisfied smile.

        

        The word "young" in particular delighted her.

        

        'That's right, I'm still young! My skin is firm, my breasts are firm!'

        

        Once inside the Knight Department building, Cani wandered around, peeking into classrooms.

        

        "Hey, there's a maid over there."

        

        "What maid? Don't you know staff can't enter the building?"

        

        "Look over there."

        

        "Oh... it's true."

        

        "Students, please focus."

        

        "Yes, sir."

        

        Cani peeked through the doors of each classroom.

        

        "Sniff, sniff... what's that smell?"

        

        She caught the fragrant scent of bread and headed toward its source.

        

        Certain that Serina must be the origin of this aroma.

        

        Knock knock.

        

        "Come in!"

        

        Confirming it was Serina's voice, Cani opened the door without hesitation.

        

        "Oh? Cani?"

        

        Having agreed to speak casually last time, Serina greeted Cani with a welcoming expression.

        

        "Did Hendel come with you?"

        

        Cani shook her head.

        

        "I came alone."

        

        "Huh? How?"

        

        "With this."

        

        Once again showing her magical pass, Serina understood.

        

        "Now that you mention it, I think I heard they were going to make a pass for you last time."

        

        Ding!

        

        Just then, the oven signaled that the bread was done.

        

        Clatter.

        

        Serina, wearing oven mitts, took out delicious-looking bread from the oven.

        

        "Perfect timing! I tried making kouign-amann for the first time! Let's eat together."

        

        Finding joy in watching others eat her bread, Serina seated Cani and laid out various baked goods.

        

        Freshly baked kouign-amann, egg tarts from yesterday, and honey bread from two days ago.

        

        Watching Serina hum happily, Cani spoke up.

        

        "Do you bake bread like this every day? It must take a long time."

        

        "Hehe, I do it because I enjoy it. The food in this kitchen is free, so it's good for replacing meals too."

        

        "I see."

      

      
        

        "Oh, I packed some bread here. Take it and share it with everyone at home. I packed plenty since Lady Marine is living there now."

        

        As she accepted the package from Serina, Cani observed her carefully.

        

        If Serina had even the slightest feelings for Hendel, she should show some reaction to the fact that he was now living with Marine.

        

        "Doesn't it bother you at all?"

        

        "What?"

        

        "That Master Hendel and Lady Marine are living together now."

        

        "Ah..."

        

        Serina scratched her cheek with her index finger and smiled.

        

        "I'm not sure... haha..."

        

        To Cani's expert eyes in matters of love, Serina's subtle discomfort was noticeable.

        

        In truth, Serina was most upset about no longer being able to live in the same dormitory as Marine, whom she admired, but Cani, unaware of this, was convinced that Serina had feelings for Hendel.

        

        And deeper feelings than she had initially thought!

        

        With a brightened expression, Cani firmly grasped both of Serina's hands.

        

        "I'll help you!"

        

        "Huh...? With what?"

        

        Cani pulled the confused Serina to her feet.

        

        Though puzzled, Serina stood up obediently.

        

        "Do you have more classes?"

        

        "No... no more classes today."

        

        "Great, then let's go to the Magic Department."

        

        "The Magic Department all of a sudden?"

        

        "You baked this bread with such care, you should deliver it to the young master personally."

        

        "But it's for you too, not just for Hendel."

        

        Ignoring Serina's words, Cani headed toward the Magic Department.

        

        "Let's go!"

        

        "O-okay."

        

        ***

        

        With one of today's lectures canceled, I left the Magic Department and headed toward the parked carriage.

        

        "Yaaawn— Oh! Young master, you're done for the day!"

        

        The knight serving as both coachman and guard was startled by my sudden appearance.

        

        "Where's Cani?"

        

        "Ah, she said she was going somewhere for a bit."

        

        "Hmm... alright."

        

        I decided to wait for Cani in the carriage.

        

        Usually, Cani would greet me brightly whenever I came to the carriage, and it felt awkward without her.

        

        Tap, tap, tap.

        

        While I was spacing out, I heard footsteps passing by the carriage.

        

        "When the young master was little, he climbed up to the windowsill, and I spotted him just in time and saved him."

        

        "Wow, you're like a hero to the family?"

        

        "Hmm, hmm, I was promoted to head maid for that achievement."

        

        "Why did you quit being head maid?"

        

        "I couldn't let the young master go to the academy alone. I gave up my position as head maid and followed him."

        

        Two girls were chatting as they passed by the carriage, and judging by their voices, they seemed to be Cani and Serina.

        

        I poked my head out of the carriage.

        

        "Cani, why are you still talking about that old story?"

        

        "Oh! Young master, why are you in the carriage?"

        

        Cani was startled by my sudden voice from behind.

        

        "One class was canceled."

        

        "Ah, perfect timing."

        

        Cani placed her hand on Serina's back and approached the carriage.

        

        "Serina has something she wants to give you."

        

        I wondered when they had become so close, as Cani casually touched Serina.

        

        Serina nervously handed over a package tied with a cute ribbon.

        

        "I baked some bread. I'd be happy if you'd eat it."

        

        "Of course I'll eat bread made by Serina. Thank you."

        

        Serina was awkward despite simply giving bread as a gift.

        

        The atmosphere felt strange somehow.

        

        Cani frowned beside me.

        

      

      
        "Young master, is that all?"

        

        "What else should I do?"

        

        "When a woman musters the courage to give you a gift, a manly man should give her a hug!"

        

        "What?"

        

        Serina was shocked.

        

        "What the..."

        

        I was also at a loss for words.

        

        Despite the looks from Serina and me, Cani's expression remained unchanged.

        

        "It's common sense that a man who receives a gift full of a woman's sincerity should embrace her to show gratitude. Young master, don't you know that?"

        

        "Ca-Cani... what are you saying?"

        

        Serina scolded her from the side, but Cani seemed to genuinely believe it, as her expression didn't waver.

        

        'Romance novels have ruined Cani.'

        

        Having known Cani for a long time, I was aware that she sometimes accepted information from romance novels as common sense.

        

        That distorted perception must have come from romance novels too.

        

        I flicked Cani's red hair with my finger.

        

        "You can ignore Cani's strange words."

        

        "U-um, okay."

        

        "Thanks for the bread. I'll enjoy it!"

        

        "Yes, please enjoy it!"

        

        Serina smiled brightly, finding happiness in seeing others eat her cooking.

        

        Cani, who had been watching cautiously after getting flicked, suddenly interjected.

        

        "Young master, did you know?"

        

        "Know what?"

        

        "That Serina has been replacing meals with bread."

        

        "Really?"

        

        "N-no! I also have the cola you gave me, Hendel."

        

        Good heavens, I thought she'd be eating proper meals since I gave her 10 gold in advance.

        

        "What happened to the 10 gold?"

        

        "I... I sent it to my family... It seems the crops in the village haven't been doing well lately."

        

        "Where is it located?"

        

        "A small village in the north."

        

        A small village in the north.

        

        I recall hearing that the harvest in that region had been halved recently.

        

        The Derifoser family isn't affected by poor harvests since our region is cold year-round anyway, but the surrounding territories that rely on farming are suffering terribly.

        

        In that case, I should feed her.

        

        I took Serina's delicate hand.

        

        "Huh?"

        

        "Let's eat together before you go."

        

        "N-no, I don't want to impose that much..."

        

        I looked directly into Serina's eyes as she hesitantly refused.

        

        "When a friend is in trouble, of course you should help. How is this imposing?"

        

        "B-but still."

        

        I placed my hand on Serina's shoulder as she felt burdened.

        

        Her cheeks flushed, perhaps embarrassed by her situation of not being able to afford meals.

        

        "It's okay. You can accept help now and pay me back later when you succeed, right?"

        

        Serina nodded silently.

        

        "That settles it then. Let's go eat."

        

        I held Serina's hand and boarded the carriage.

        

        Clatter, clatter.

        

        The carriage moved slowly.

        

        "Hmm hmm..."

        

        I found myself humming.

        

        As long as this world is a fictional setting, Serina, as the protagonist, will definitely succeed.

        

        What a great opportunity to create a debt with a protagonist who's going through hard times by just buying her meals?

        

        "Since lunch is provided by the cafeteria anyway, we'll definitely have dinner together from now on. Got it?"

        

        Serina nodded with a flushed face.

        

        To gain the favor of a female lead in a romance fantasy novel just by treating her to dinner.

        

        How fortunate.
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        "Young master, you've arrived?"

        

        "Yeah, can you pass a message to the chef?"

        

        "Yes, I'll deliver it right away if you tell me what it is."

        

        I asked Serina, who was looking around the mansion with curiosity despite this being her second visit.

        

        "Serina, is there anything you'd like to eat?"

        

        "Oh, I'm fine with anything."

        

        "Really, don't feel pressured. You can order whatever you want."

        

        "I've never been picky about food since I was little. I really eat everything well!"

        

        "I see."

        

        Unlike a certain picky Swordmaster who throws fits at the sight of vegetables, Serina seems to have grown up well-behaved and proper.

        

        As Serina looked around, she whispered in my ear.

        

        "By the way, where is Lady Marine?"

        

        As expected of Marine's number one fan, she immediately asks about her whereabouts.

        

        "Marine isn't here today. She went to prepare for the Swordmaster celebration banquet."

        

        "R-really?"

        

        "Why, do you miss Marine?"

        

        "That's part of it, but I should get Marine's permission if I'm going to eat with Hendel."

        

        "Why do you need Marine's permission to eat with me?"

        

        "Because she gets jealous..."

        

        I imagined a scene where Marine catches Serina and me eating together.

        

        "Hmm, she probably would get jealous."

        

        I had been acutely feeling Marine's possessiveness since she became a Swordmaster.

        

        It seems Serina was already aware of Marine's possessiveness that I've been experiencing.

        

        "Today is definitely a day when Marine won't be here, so don't worry. I'll also talk to Marine about us having dinner together regularly."

        

        "Okay!"

        

        The reason I hurriedly hid the tea party members last time was because we were hanging out without Marine's permission. If I had gotten her permission in advance, there would have been no need to hide.

        

        I think having dinner with Serina shouldn't be a problem as long as I get Marine's permission.

        

        Kani, who had been quietly contemplating something beside us, spoke up.

        

        "Since we're at it, how about inviting Miss Reni to join us? She doesn't seem to be well-off either."

        

        "Oh, that's not a bad idea."

        

        "Ah..."

        

        Serina showed a displeased reaction when Karden was mentioned.

        

        As I pondered why Serina was reacting this way, I remembered something I had missed.

        

        'Ah, she found out that Karden is a demon!'

        

        I had forgotten about it since Serina hadn't mentioned anything all day, but now that I think about it, I never heard how this issue was resolved after leaving it with the ghost Archmage mentor.

        

        I whispered in Serina's ear.

        

        "What happened with Reni?"

        

        Serina flinched in surprise.

        

        She tapped my shoulder and gave me a look indicating she wanted to talk privately.

        

        It seemed she didn't want Kani to know about it.

        

        I thought for a moment. Is there really any need to hide this from Kani at this point?

        

        After all, Kani and I have built a solid foundation of trust over decades, and I expect Kani and Karden will have many interactions in the future.

        

        I thought it might not be a bad idea to just reveal everything now.

        

        "Let's just tell Kani too."

        

        "Is that okay?"

        

        "It's fine if it's Kani."

        

        From my decades with her, I knew Kani to be a somewhat scatterbrained but fiercely loyal maid.

        

        I didn't think she would secretly report this information after hearing it.

        

        "Pardon?"

        

        Kani looked puzzled upon hearing her name.

        

        "Let's go to my room first."

        

        Since it wouldn't be good for the other servants to overhear, I invited them both to my room where anti-eavesdropping magical devices were installed.

      

      
        

        A grown man inviting two beautiful women to his room.

        

        It looked quite inappropriate, but what could I do? The conversation required that level of security.

        

        Besides, Kani freely entered my room every morning anyway.

        

        Though she hadn't been doing that since Marine started living here.

        

        "Well then, let's go!"

        

        "Um... okay."

        

        Serina seemed uncomfortable with the idea of entering a grown man's room, but with Kani taking the lead and setting the mood, she followed without refusing.

        

        Bang.

        

        When the door closed, Kani naturally sat on my bed, while Serina stood awkwardly, watching for cues.

        

        "Sit here on the bed. I'll sit on the office chair."

        

        "Okay..."

        

        Serina carefully sat on the bed.

        

        Sniff, sniff.

        

        She seemed to be discreetly smelling the bedding...

        

        I pretended not to notice.

        

        I leaned back in my custom-made chair.

        

        The chairs in this world were terrible for posture, raising one's risk of herniated discs with each use, so my chair was a premium one that I had the magic tower create with ergonomic design and various enchantments.

        

        It even activated shield magic in emergencies as an anti-assassination measure, though it was a shame I couldn't demonstrate that since it was single-use.

        

        "Kani."

        

        I got to the point.

        

        "Yes, young master?"

        

        "You know that Reni is suspiciously strong, right?"

        

        Kani nodded while tidying Serina's hair.

        

        "She was evenly matched with Miss Marine right before she became a Swordmaster."

        

        "First, promise me. You will absolutely not reveal to anyone what I'm about to tell you."

        

        "Yes, I promise. Young master, who do you think I am? I'm the maid who has served you for decades."

        

        "Right, if I can't trust you, who can I trust?"

        

        I went straight to the conclusion.

        

        "To get right to the point, the brown-haired girl you know as Reni is actually a demon named Karden."

        

        "Whaaaat?"

        

        Kani was shocked at the mention of demons.

        

        Fairy tales depicting terrifying stories about demons were widely circulated among the public, so Kani apparently had a fear of demons as well.

        

        "Calm down first."

        

        "Hoo, hoo."

        

        Serina held Kani steady with perfect timing.

        

        Her posture remained firm despite supporting Kani—she was definitely from the Knight Department.

        

        After calming down, Kani cautiously spoke.

        

        "If we're found to be friendly with someone we know is a demon, wouldn't we all be executed?"

        

        "We'd be lucky if it ended with execution. We'd probably be tortured first."

        

        "Hieeeek."

        

        She's making a fuss before I've even told her everything.

        

        "And..."

        

        "What, there's more?"

        

        "Karden is not just any demon, but the daughter of the Demon King, the highest among demons."

        

        "..."

        

        "K-Kani!"

        

        Serina caught Kani as she was about to collapse with foam at her mouth.

        

        "Demon King's daughter... treason... three generations exterminated..."

        

        Well, this is the normal reaction.

        

        I've already crossed the point of no return by learning magic from an extinct ducal family, but for Kani, this information must be quite burdensome.

        

        "If you want to pretend you never heard this, we can do that."

        

        I was willing to act as if nothing had happened if that's what Kani wanted.

        

      

      
        Kani thought for a moment with tears in her eyes, then shook her head.

        

        "No. I'm already in the same boat as you, young master. If we die, we die together; if we live, we live together!"

        

        I was touched.

        

        They say if you have even one person who absolutely supports you in life, you've lived a successful life.

        

        This life doesn't seem too bad.

        

        "Kani!"

        

        "Young master!"

        

        A beautiful embrace between master and servant.

        

        The warm, substantial flesh of Kani pressed against my chest seemed somehow larger than before.

        

        She's still growing.

        

        I was afraid of how far her growth would go.

        

        "Are you done now?"

        

        Serina, who had witnessed this beautiful scene between master and servant, didn't look too pleased.

        

        From Serina's perspective, seeing two friends hugging in front of her must have felt strange.

        

        "One more time, mmph..."

        

        I pushed away Kani's cute face as she tried to hug me again and apologized.

        

        "Sorry, that must have looked unseemly? Kani and I have been together for so many years that we're very close."

        

        "Ah... yeah."

        

        This is bad.

        

        Serina seems quite displeased.

        

        I invited her to my home hoping to raise the female lead's affection, but if it backfires, I'll be heartbroken.

        

        "Hey, Kani. Why do you think Serina is acting like this?"

        

        I whispered in Kani's ear, asking for help.

        

        Since Kani had become quite close with Serina, I thought she might offer a good solution.

        

        "Hmm... in my opinion, it's simple."

        

        "What is it?"

        

        Kani grabbed Serina's wrist with her left hand and my wrist with her right.

        

        Surprised by the sudden grip, Serina and I were both taken aback.

        

        "K-Kani, why?"

        

        "Serina, you're upset because only the young master and I hugged, right?"

        

        "N-no, that's not it!"

        

        "Hehey, I understand completely. It's okay."

        

        Kani looked up at me with a bright smile.

        

        "Young master, give Serina a hug too!"

        

        "What are you saying? Serina doesn't like it."

        

        "Hmm... Serina? Do you really dislike it?"

        

        Serina's face had turned as red as a radish.

        

        "N-no, I don't dislike it..."

        

        "See? She doesn't dislike it."

        

        Is she really jealous because only Kani got a hug?

        

        As I stared blankly at Serina, Kani patted my shoulder.

        

        "Quickly, be a man and hug her first!"

        

        Kani seems more excited than the person involved.

        

        She really seems to like hugging, just like earlier at the academy.

        

        I asked Serina one last time to confirm.

        

        "Serina, do you really want a hug?"

        

        "Th-that's not..."

        

        Serina was about to say something but swallowed her words, thought for a moment, then spoke again.

        

        "Yeah... I feel left out when you only hug her..."

        

        Wow, Kani's judgment was spot on.

        

        Her years of experience as head maid weren't for nothing.

        

        Well, if she feels left out, I should give her a hug.

        

        I embraced the shy Serina equally, with a grinning Kani behind us.
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        "Dinner is ready."

        

        "Okay."

        

        When I went down to the dining room, a variety of dishes were prepared, just like when Marine first arrived.

        

        Whether Kani had given advance notice or not, there was more bread than usual—Serina's favorite.

        

        "Ohhh..."

        

        Serina looked happy seeing all the bread that couldn't be made in the regular kitchen.

        

        I was a bit surprised too.

        

        Making bread requires kneading dough and takes considerable time. How did they prepare all this?

        

        I called over the chef who was standing nearby and asked.

        

        "Don't those take an extremely long time to make?"

        

        "I have a personal hobby of baking, so I had prepared these breads separately."

        

        No wonder he was always holed up in the kitchen even outside of meal preparation times. His work and hobby were one and the same.

        

        After finishing dinner and sharing a brief tea time, I immediately prepared to send Serina back. Who knows what might happen if Marine caught us.

        

        Clippity-clop, clippity-clop.

        

        The sound of horse hooves filled the quiet streets as the sun set.

        

        This world showed remarkable technology in some areas—even surpassing the modern world—thanks to magic, but such benefits were only for the wealthy. Ordinary commoners couldn't enjoy them.

        

        A prime example was magical lighting.

        

        The wealthy used magical lights powered by mana to illuminate their surroundings, allowing them to move freely even after sunset. Meanwhile, ordinary imperial citizens still relied on torches, making nighttime activities difficult.

        

        I'd tried to create something similar, but being a humanities major in my original world, I couldn't figure it out.

        

        "We've arrived."

        

        "Serina, see you tomorrow."

        

        "Yes, see you tomorrow!"

        

        After exchanging goodbyes, Serina jumped down from the carriage with a bag of bread from the chef. Just as she was about to enter the Knight Academy dormitory, she suddenly turned around.

        

        "Hendel, wait a moment!"

        

        "Hmm?"

        

        Serina, who had rushed into the dormitory, came back with a bag of cookies tied with a pretty ribbon.

        

        The cookies were clearly made with great care.

        

        Serina carefully handed me the cookie bag.

        

        "Thank you so much for today. This is my gift."

        

        They were cute puppy-shaped cookies.

        

        "I'll enjoy them."

        

        "Yes!"

        

        I waved back at Serina, who was smiling brightly and waving at me, then returned home.

        

        But there was a woman standing in front of my house.

        

        Wondering who it was, I looked carefully and realized it was Marine standing in front of the house.

        

        She didn't look happy.

        

        Sensing an ominous feeling, I hurriedly got out of the carriage and approached Marine.

        

        "You're back early."

        

        "..."

        

        Marine had her arms crossed.

        

        "Where have you been at this late hour?"

        

        Marine with her crossed arms reminded me of a wife interrogating her husband who came home late from work.

        

        As I was thinking of a good excuse, my eyes caught the bag of cookies I received from Serina.

        

        They looked quite fancy at a glance, so she might believe they were purchased from a bakery.

        

        I shook the cookie bag and said:

        

        "I suddenly craved cookies for dessert, so I went to a bakery."

        

        "If you wanted cookies, you could have just asked the servants, right? Why did Hendel go personally?"

      

      
        

        "You know I enjoy browsing items, Marine."

        

        Indeed, when I was collaborating with the Karde Magic Tower, I had diligently visited shops trying to gather ideas.

        

        When Marine had asked why, I simply said I enjoyed shopping.

        

        "Hmm... Alright, I'll believe you."

        

        "Y-yes, thank you."

        

        I could see my future if I were to marry Marine.

        

        I followed Marine into the house.

        

        In the distance, I could see a red-haired maid hurriedly approaching.

        

        "Young master, did Miss Marine scold you?"

        

        "No, fortunately I managed to talk my way out of it."

        

        I took a cookie from the beautifully wrapped bag and handed it to Kani.

        

        "Here, a gift."

        

        "Oh, how thoughtful of you!"

        

        "Serina gave them to me. She made them herself."

        

        "Ah, I see."

        

        Crunch.

        

        Kani immediately put it in her mouth.

        

        Her eyes sparkled.

        

        "It's delicious!"

        

        "Right?"

        

        Having already tried Serina's cookies before, I took one and ate it too.

        

        The cookie melted softly in my mouth.

        

        I prefer soft cookies to crunchy ones, and this was perfect for my taste.

        

        Her skills seem to have improved since last time.

        

        After recharging my energy with cookies, I immediately went to Marine's room.

        

        Knock knock.

        

        "Marine."

        

        "Yes?"

        

        "May I come in?"

        

        "Yes, come in."

        

        Marine's room was still being organized, with luggage scattered messily around.

        

        I felt the urge to clean up but held back.

        

        There must be a reason why the maids, who get obsessive about messiness, hadn't cleaned it yet.

        

        Marine had already showered and changed into her pajamas.

        

        "What is it?"

        

        "I need to ask for your understanding about something."

        

        It was essentially asking for permission, but I used the expression "understanding" to preserve my last bit of dignity.

        

        "What is it?"

        

        Marine, who had been smiling when I entered the room, suddenly changed her expression.

        

        "I'm thinking of inviting Serina and Karden for dinner from now on."

        

        I hadn't received Karden's permission yet, but I was confident that given his recent financial difficulties, he would definitely accept.

        

        "Why those women?"

        

        "They both seem to be struggling financially lately."

        

        Marine frowned.

        

        "If that's the case, you could just give them money."

        

        "They seem uncomfortable accepting money directly."

        

        "Of course they wouldn't... wait a minute."

        

      

      
        Marine, who was about to refuse, swallowed her words.

        

        She fidgeted, deep in thought.

        

        "Fine, they can eat with us."

        

        "Really?"

        

        I had expected to be rejected outright, but Marine surprisingly agreed.

        

        "So... I'll invite them starting tomorrow?"

        

        "Do as you wish. But."

        

        "But?"

        

        "After dinner, they must go home immediately. Or stay within my sight."

        

        "Understood."

        

        This wasn't bad, since my intention was to feed Serina and Karden dinner while also improving their relationship with Marine.

        

        "Thank you, Marine."

        

        With a bright smile, I hurriedly left Marine's room.

        

        Even if we weren't having sex, who knows what unfortunate incidents might occur if I stayed in Marine's room too long.

        

        ***

        

        "Hmm..."

        

        Marine suspiciously watched Hendel as he scurried out.

        

        At first, when she realized it was Hendel knocking on her door, she was simply happy.

        

        But after hearing his request, her mood soured.

        

        Why had she made all those contracts to live with Hendel in the first place?

        

        Because she wanted to increase the time she spent with him.

        

        Considering that Hendel usually stayed holed up in his room when at home, mealtimes were the only opportunity to spend time with him—and now they were targeting that time.

        

        Marine was about to explode with anger when a sudden thought stopped her.

        

        'What if I manage those women right before my eyes instead?'

        

        Marine had noticed that Hendel's claim about buying cookies was a lie and that it had some connection to Serina.

        

        As a dessert lover, she knew every dessert shop in the imperial capital, and none of them sold cookies like those.

        

        Additionally, the red ribbon on the cookie bag that Hendel showed her—she thought she had seen it somewhere before. Then she realized that the ribbon and the way it was tied matched what Serina used when trying to feed her homemade bread or cookies every day.

        

        Going out late at night by carriage to receive beautifully packaged cookies?

        

        She couldn't help but suspect an inappropriate relationship.

        

        If she followed her temperament, she would have gone straight to confront them, but she was bound by contract.

        

        She couldn't freely interfere with the vixens around Hendel.

        

        She could immediately go to Hendel and tell him to cut ties with those vixens, but they would just meet secretly anyway.

        

        Even if the kind-hearted Hendel tried to distance himself, those women would find ways to contact him secretly.

        

        And Hendel, who was bad at refusing, would accept them again.

        

        Marine found it unbearably painful to think of Hendel having contact with other women.

        

        That's why she guided them to meet in front of her eyes if they were going to meet anyway.

        

        As long as Marine was watching with sharp eyes, they wouldn't dare openly flirt with Hendel.

        

        Marine bit her fingernails.

        

        ***

        

        In Maid Kani's room.

        

        Having once risen to the position of head maid with the complete favor of her master, she had her own private room despite being a servant.

        

        Kani couldn't help but smile at what Hendel had told her earlier.

        

        That Miss Marine had permitted it!

        

        For Kani, who had been planning on the assumption of rejection, this was an unexpected stroke of luck.

        

        During dinner, Miss Marine would naturally keep the other women in check.

        

        And the more she checked them, the stronger the anti-Marine alliance would become.

        

        Kani clenched her fist in excitement as things proceeded according to plan.
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        The next morning.

        

        I dropped off Marine in front of the Knight Department building.

        

        "I'll wait in front of the Knight Department until 5 o'clock and come pick you up."

        

        "Okay."

        

        Marine could have easily reached the academy by channeling magic into her legs and leaping through the air, but she had begged to ride together in the carriage, so I gave her a lift.

        

        My modified carriage could comfortably accommodate quite a few people.

        

        "Phew..."

        

        Cani, who had been holding her breath while Marine was with us, let out a sigh of relief as soon as Marine got off.

        

        "Is Marine that scary to you?"

        

        "Of course... Do you know how much Miss Marine scolded me when I was young?"

        

        "She doesn't seem to openly mistreat you these days though?"

        

        "She watches your reactions and pressures me with her eyes."

        

        "I see..."

        

        Among the tea time members, Cani undoubtedly has the best social skills.

        

        Carden in her Reni form also has considerable social skills, but not enough to approach Marine first.

        

        Plus, her understanding falls short compared to Cani, who has known Marine since childhood.

        

        I gently placed my hand on Cani's shoulder.

        

        "Sorry, but you need to take the lead in setting the mood for our gatherings."

        

        "I know. I'm already making plans."

        

        "Thanks, I appreciate it."

        

        Despite sometimes disobeying me and causing trouble, Cani was my most trusted companion after all our years together.

        

        As a token of gratitude, I handed her my spare wallet.

        

        "W-what's this?"

        

        Cani was surprised by the weight of the hefty wallet.

        

        "There should be about 200 gold in there. It's a token of my appreciation, so please accept it."

        

        Having promised to raise her salary but continuously forgetting, I simply handed the entire wallet to Cani.

        

        Since Cani was essentially family to me, I was willing to give her an even larger amount if she wanted.

        

        "Young master..."

        

        "Take that and buy yourself something delicious while I'm in class."

        

        "I love you!"

        

        Cani threw herself into my arms, her ample bosom leading the way.

        

        Throwing herself at me even though she's over twenty—truly a maid who doesn't act her age.

        

        "Sigh, I don't think you're ready for marriage. Who would take you?"

        

        As I stroked her red hair, Cani lifted her face from my chest.

        

        "You should take me, young master."

        

        Startled by Cani's words, I slapped my thigh.

        

        "A maid teasing her master, huh?"

        

        "Hehe..."

        

        Of course, Cani enjoyed it.

        

        She had often jokingly confessed to me before, but lately, it seemed like there was more sincerity mixed in.

        

        Though there wasn't much visible difference, having played with Cani in my room since childhood, I could sense the subtle change.

        

        "I'm off now."

        

        "Yes, please take care!"

        

        With mixed feelings, I waved goodbye to Cani and got out of the carriage.

        

        Stopping in front of the Magic Department building, I couldn't help but pause at the sight of a familiar face.

        

        "Buy rice balls... Rice balls made by the Academy Tournament's second-place winner..."

        

        A girl was selling rice balls in front of the Magic Department building, and her face was all too familiar.

        

        "Reni, I'll take two tuna rice balls."

        

        "Yes, two tuna rice balls."

        

        The affordable rice balls were quite popular among the Magic Department students, who were mostly commoners.

        

        There was even a short line forming.

        

        I approached casually when the line had dwindled and the rice ball girl wasn't busy.

        

        "Buy rice ba— Oh, it's Hendel."

        

        A disappointed look.

        

        I decided to show my economic power like a man.

        

        "Proprietor, five beef rice balls please."

        

        "Wow, thank you, customer!"

        

        The Demon King's daughter changed her attitude in front of this ultra-VIP customer who ordered five of the most expensive beef rice balls.

        

        Carden was smiling brightly as she made the rice balls.

        

        "Proprietor, where did you get the rice?"

        

        I was curious how Carden, who was supposedly starving, had managed to get enough rice to sell rice balls.

        

        "I invested the gold I got from you."

        

        She had been speaking politely to me, which I rather enjoyed, but now that she considered me a caught fish, she reverted to informal speech.

        

      

      
        "How much?"

        

        "All of it."

        

        "Everything?"

        

        "Yes."

        

        "..."

        

        Silently, Carden pulled out a box from under the table.

        

        [10kg Adger Rice, Sun-Dried]

        

        The box contained about ten 10kg bags of rice from our territory.

        

        In Adger territory, 10kg would cost about 50 silver, but considering transportation costs and middleman margins, it would cost at least 1 gold in the capital, even at the cheapest.

        

        'She really invested her entire fortune.'

        

        Carden diligently made the rice balls and handed me five beef ones.

        

        The steam rising from Carden's rice balls showed they were generously topped.

        

        "Twenty silver."

        

        I absently placed a 1 gold coin in Carden's hand.

        

        She started counting out change.

        

        "Keep the change."

        

        "Thank you!"

        

        She beamed with a broad smile when I refused the change.

        

        'Is this really the Demon King's daughter...?'

        

        Carden cheerfully packed up her stall after serving me, her last customer.

        

        As a VVIP customer, I decided to ask what I was curious about.

        

        "Where did you learn to sell rice balls?"

        

        "I heard my friends complaining about how hard it is to eat breakfast, so I thought I'd give it a try."

        

        She's more resourceful than I thought.

        

        I headed to class with Carden, who had quickly packed up her stall.

        

        Growl.

        

        A thunderous sound erupted.

        

        I looked at Carden, searching for the source of the noise.

        

        Her cheeks were red with embarrassment.

        

        "Didn't you eat breakfast?"

        

        "I drank a bottle of cola you gave me."

        

        "Come on, how can someone selling food be going hungry?"

        

        "It's all money, and I didn't want to waste it."

        

        "Then why don't you sell cola?"

        

        "Cola is my life's joy. I won't sell it; I'll drink it all myself."

        

        Carden seems to have become thoroughly addicted to cola without my noticing.

        

        "So you're not eating dinner either?"

        

        "No."

        

        I patted Carden's back.

        

        "Starting today, come have dinner at our place."

        

        "But... I need to do business."

        

        The so-called Demon King's daughter finally enters the academy, and all she does is sell rice balls.

        

        "Our chef will make whatever food you want, so come eat. You should take advantage of free food, right?"

        

        "Even grilled shrimp?"

        

        "Even lobster is possible."

        

        "Foie gras too?"

        

        "I'll add caviar on top of that."

        

        "Are you rich?"

        

        "Yes."

        

        "I'll come!"

        

        Unlike Serina, Carden accepted straightforwardly.

        

        Yes, that's what I like about her.

        

        We entered the lecture hall, and another boring class began.

        

        Our ghost Grand Magician had told me that professors are frauds and to let their lessons go in one ear and out the other, so I faithfully followed my master's instructions.

        

        Scribble, scribble.

        

        In contrast to my zoning out, Carden was taking notes diligently.

        

        I don't understand why her grades are worse than mine when she studies so hard.

        

        I used to tease her for trembling with anger when she saw me getting perfect scores on assignments while playing around, but now I just feel sorry for her.

        

        I decided I should ask for special attention to be paid to Carden's meals.

        

        By the time Carden had filled an entire notebook with notes...

        

        "That concludes today's lesson."

        

        The professor announced the end of class, and I grabbed Carden's hand.

        

        "Proprietor, let's go eat."

        

        Carden's eyes widened.

        

      

      
        The surrounding students giggled as they watched us.

        

        Flustered, Carden hurriedly whispered:

        

        'Hey, you crazy bastard, didn't you say you wouldn't call me proprietor in front of others!'

        

        The students whispered among themselves as they watched us exchange whispers.

        

        Carden's friends smiled warmly.

        

        Carden might not realize it, but her whispering only deepened the students' misunderstandings.

        

        Since I had no friends in the Magic Department besides Carden, I didn't care what they misunderstood.

        

        Teasing Carden was more important.

        

        Pretending not to notice, I pulled Carden's hand.

        

        "Yes, yes, let's just eat, Miss Reni."

        

        "Ugh..."

        

        Carden made a disgusted sound as if she were about to vomit.

        

        I ignored her exaggerated reaction and headed for the carriage.

        

        "Young masteeer!"

        

        Cani threw herself into my arms.

        

        The welcome greeting I had grown accustomed to.

        

        Carden averted her eyes, seemingly embarrassed by Cani throwing herself into my arms.

        

        "Do your lovey-dovey stuff somewhere else, will you?"

        

        Seeing Carden's reaction, Cani grinned and firmly grabbed her hand.

        

        "It's nice to see you too, Miss Reni!"

        

        Cani's characteristic cheerfulness was infectious.

        

        It was impressive how she didn't mind that Carden had revealed herself as a demon.

        

        "U...um, yeah."

        

        "What kind of food do you like, Miss Reni?"

        

        Cani detached herself from me and stuck close to Carden, chattering away.

        

        She seemed to be working hard on my request from earlier.

        

        Thinking that Cani didn't know her true identity, Carden kept up her Reni persona and couldn't refuse the clingy Cani as she boarded the carriage.

        

        'That's my Cani!'

        

        My ace maid Cani was performing her desired role brilliantly.

        

        I mentally applauded as I boarded the carriage.

        

        The carriage headed toward the Knight Department to pick up our next passengers.

        

        "You know, our young master developed cola and the cooling device and..."

        

        Cani was enthusiastically boasting about my achievements to Carden, even though I was right there, making me embarrassed.

        

        She was like a mother proudly telling everyone about her child getting into a good university.

        

        Carden, not knowing that Cani knew her true identity, maintained her Reni persona and actively engaged in the conversation.

        

        As I was enjoying the cute banter between the girls, we arrived at the Knight Department.

        

        Two girls were standing at a distance from each other.

        

        They were, of course, Marine and Serina.

        

        Serina was inching closer to Marine, and each time she did, Marine moved away by the same distance.

        

        Screech.

        

        The carriage stopped.

        

        "Hi, Hendel!"

        

        "Hendel, let's go quickly."

        

        Marine and Serina greeted me simultaneously.

        

        Marine glared at Serina.

        

        I smiled awkwardly, got out of the carriage, and helped Marine board first by taking her hand.

        

        Both of them, befitting Knight Department students, had excellent physical abilities and could have jumped onto the carriage themselves, but as a gentleman, I needed to show at least this much courtesy.

        

        After helping Marine up, I was about to go help Serina when...

        

        "I'll go."

        

        Marine blocked my way and got off the carriage again.

        

        "..."

        

        'If you were going to do this, you could have just come together in the first place...'

        

        "Hand."

        

        "Y-yes, ma'am!"

        

        Marine demanded Serina's hand like an owner commanding a dog.

        

        Serina, thoroughly intimidated, extended her hand.

        

        Marine grabbed Serina's hand, channeled magic into her legs, and leaped lightly.

        

        Thud!

        

        Marine and Serina landed precisely inside the carriage.

        

        I was worried about damage to my expensive custom-made carriage.

        

        With everyone now aboard, the carriage...

        

        "..."

        

        "..."

        

        ...headed toward my residence in silence.
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        By now, everyone had grown accustomed to the mansion, and they headed to the dining room without any awkwardness.

        

        Marine naturally stood to my right.

        

        Kani, as if balancing things out, positioned herself on my left.

        

        Marine shot Kani a sharp glance, but Kani pretended not to notice and hummed a tune.

        

        Behind us, Carden and Serina were whispering to each other.

        

        Those two seemed to have grown closer after sharing their secret.

        

        The Demon King's daughter and the female protagonist of a romance fantasy novel—what a combination.

        

        It was amusing to see the two of them standing side by side, representing the opposite ends of good and evil.

        

        "Ohhh..."

        

        Upon arriving at the dining hall, we were greeted by a feast of delicious foods.

        

        Carden smiled happily.

        

        "Hendel, let's sit."

        

        "Oh, sure."

        

        Marine pushed me toward the end of the table and sat down right next to me.

        

        Kani, who had been following behind me, smoothly changed direction and moved to sit across from me.

        

        Seemingly uncomfortable with sitting next to Marine, Carden and Serina also sat on the opposite side, facing me.

        

        "..."

        

        "..."

        

        "Hendel, say 'ahh.'"

        

        Ignoring the friends across the table, Marine tried to feed me some soup.

        

        As I obediently accepted the spoonful of soup, she flashed a triumphant smile toward the others across the table.

        

        Does she like me that much?

        

        Marine's possessiveness feels heavy.

        

        Kani, who had been quietly observing, tore off a chicken leg from the platter in front of her and quickly approached.

        

        "Young Master~ This is roasted chicken leg, which you've loved since you were little."

        

        "Ah..."

        

        Come to think of it, Kani also enjoyed feeding me since I was young.

        

        At some point, I firmly refused and she stopped.

        

        "Hehe, who else but me, who has been with Young Master for his entire life, would know what foods he likes?"

        

        "Y-yeah, thanks."

        

        I naturally assumed Kani would place it on the plate in front of me.

        

        But Kani just stood there with a bright smile, not leaving.

        

        "Young Master, say 'ahh.'"

        

        "Huh?"

        

        Marine, who had been indifferently watching my reaction, stood up from her seat.

        

        "Hendel isn't a child. What do you think you're doing, maid?"

        

        "Oh my, I apologize. Seeing Lady Marine feed Young Master Hendel so lovingly like a couple, I wanted to try it too."

        

        "C-couple?"

        

        "Yes! Lady Marine and Young Master Hendel are essentially in a relationship, aren't you?"

        

        What is she talking about?

        

        As I was about to object, Marine nodded firmly.

        

        "That's right, we're essentially a couple."

        

        I've never heard such a term as "essentially a couple" before—it's not even a common-law marriage.

        

        Marine, whom I expected to explode with anger, didn't rage at the mention of us being a couple.

        

        As I savored the tender chicken meat Kani was feeding me, I inwardly marveled at her skill.

        

        To catch a Sword Master off guard like that.

        

        You're amazing.

        

        ***

        

      

      
        Watching Marine's flustered reaction, Kani inwardly smiled with satisfaction.

        

        Carden didn't seem to have developed deep feelings yet, but making her fall for the charming Hendel would be easier than eating cake, so that wasn't a concern.

        

        Judging by how Serina kept glancing at the bread in her hand as if she wanted to feed him too, she had already fallen.

        

        Having achieved the first goal of building an alliance among the weaker parties against the dominant one, it was time for phase two:

        

        Assuring Marine of her position as the primary wife while simultaneously pressuring her to approve a harem.

        

        In this operation, both carrot and stick were essential.

        

        The carrot: actively helping Marine and Hendel connect first.

        The stick: threatening that if Marine tried to monopolize him, Kani would make Hendel dislike her.

        

        It was also important to engage in light power struggles to prevent Marine from looking down on her completely.

        

        The background for this strategy lay in Marine's recent behavior.

        

        With her powerful strength, Marine could have taken Hendel by force if she wanted, even if it meant earning his hatred.

        

        If she had truly intended to resolve everything through force alone, there would have been no way to resist a Sword Master.

        

        But despite becoming a Sword Master, Marine hadn't actively utilized such coercive methods.

        

        While her possessiveness had increased since becoming a Sword Master, she hadn't crossed the line.

        

        The contract they made was evidence of this.

        

        If Marine had the courage to be hated, she could have simply kidnapped and confined Hendel without bothering with a contract.

        

        She would have faced opposition from the Northern Grand Duke, another Sword Master, but blood is thicker than water.

        

        The Northern Grand Duke would have eventually taken her side, and the shrewd Marine knew this well.

        

        Yet Marine chose cohabitation through a contract laden with restrictions.

        

        Why would she make such a choice despite having power?

        

        It meant that even now, with her immense strength, she feared being hated by Hendel.

        

        Once you know your opponent's weakness, the strategy becomes simple.

        

        Kani decided to first signal her recognition of Marine's position as the primary wife.

        

        "Lady Marine, you and Young Master truly are a match made in heaven."

        

        "...Hey, why are you suddenly like this?"

        

        Ignoring Hendel's confused words, Kani continued her praise.

        

        "I've been secretly rooting for Lady Marine and Young Master Hendel to be together since I was young."

        

        "R-really?"

        

        "Yes, you two are truly destined for each other. You look like the perfect couple."

        

        "You know what's up!"

        

        Marine typically received compliments about her strength or appearance without much emotion, unless they came from Hendel.

        

        But there was one type of praise that always got a reaction from her:

        

        Compliments about how well she and Hendel matched.

        

        Indeed, the shower of praise was effective, making the corners of Marine's mouth turn upward.

        

        Serina smiled awkwardly at Kani's blatant flattery.

        

        Ignoring Serina's reaction, Kani continued her praise.

        

        "That engagement ring on your finger—you share it with Young Master Hendel, right?"

        

        "That's right."

        

        Though Marine always wore it to emphasize her relationship with Hendel, no one around her had ever expressed curiosity about it.

        

        Others might have been curious about the engagement ring, but they didn't dare ask about her personal life for fear of incurring her displeasure.

        

        Kani boldly mentioned this sensitive topic.

        

        "So you really are Young Master Hendel's primary wife!"

        

        At the mention of "primary wife," Marine even showed a faint smile.

        

        Marine's attitude, which had been hostile toward Kani until moments ago, softened considerably.

        

        'Wow, to handle Marine so skillfully.'

        

        Hendel genuinely admired Kani for making the ice-cold Marine smile.

        

        'Kani really prepared thoroughly.'

        

        He had asked Kani to help create a good atmosphere, but he hadn't expected her to put in this much effort.

        

        Serina, who had been watching cautiously, reluctantly joined in the praise.

        

        "I definitely think Hendel and Lady Marine look better together the more I see them."

      

      
        

        With Serina joining in, the corners of Marine's mouth twitched even more.

        

        That's when Kani subtly approached Marine.

        

        Marine, who would normally have been on guard, had become defenseless due to Kani's shower of compliments.

        

        Confirming that her strategy was working, Kani stuck close to Marine's side.

        

        Marine showed no particular reaction.

        

        The fact that Marine, who would normally have detested Kani sitting next to her, allowed it meant the carrot approach was working well.

        

        Now it was time for threats and the stick.

        

        Kani whispered discreetly into Marine's ear.

        

        "My lady, I know. I know what schemes you've been using to prevent Young Master Hendel from making new friends."

        

        Marine, who had been happy until then, was startled.

        

        In truth, Kani didn't know exactly what schemes Marine had employed.

        

        How could a mere maid know such things?

        

        She had only guessed that Marine had done something based on how the stream of suitors approaching her young master had suddenly stopped.

        

        Seeing Marine's startled reaction and confirming her guess was correct, Kani began wielding the stick in earnest.

        

        "If Lady Marine wanted to, you could drive me away. But if that happens, I'll expose this fact to Hendel."

        

        "Are you insane?"

        

        Anger filled Marine's eyes.

        

        Marine had already surrounded them with magic to prevent their conversation from being overheard.

        

        If Kani backed down now, the stick would lose its edge.

        

        Kani bit her lip firmly and stood her ground.

        

        "I know what I'm doing is crazy. But I fear being separated from Young Master more than I fear this pressure."

        

        "..."

        

        Marine was speechless.

        

        "It's true that I support the love between Lady Marine and Young Master Hendel. Even now, I think you two are a perfect match."

        

        "And yet...!"

        

        "But anyone who knows Hendel can't help falling for him. That's why you've been preventing people from getting close to Young Master Hendel, haven't you?"

        

        "..."

        

        "I don't even aspire to be the primary wife. That position naturally belongs to Lady Marine."

        

        "..."

        

        "Just, please, share Young Master Hendel with me, even if just a little bit."

        

        "..."

        

        "Please don't completely take away my reason for living."

        

        Kani looked up at Marine with desperate eyes.

        

        Marine hesitated momentarily at Kani's gaze.

        

        "...Shut up."

        

        She coldly refused.

        

        It was a statement that would have hurt an ordinary person.

        

        But Kani saw hope in the slight delay before Marine's answer.

        

        That's why she decided to retreat for now.

        

        "I'll help you achieve your love with all my heart from now on. In return, please seriously consider my request."

        

        "..."

        

        "If you try to push me away, I won't stay quiet either."

        

        Kani, who had been wearing a tearful expression until just now, miraculously displayed a bright smile as soon as she left the barrier.

        

        "Master!"

        

        "What were you talking about?"

        

        "Haha, Lady Marine and I were having a secret girl talk!"

        

        "..."

        

        Kani wagged her tail at Hendel.

        

        Marine simply watched quietly.
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        The strange standoff between Cani and Marine continued.

        

        Every mealtime, Cani subtly tried to pair Marine with Hendel.

        

        Yet at the same time, Cani herself actively appealed to Hendel.

        

        For the first time, everyone gathered for tea time.

        

        With the table filled with cookies and breads made by Serina, Cani stuck close to Marine, trying to match her with Hendel while also bickering with her.

        

        "Miss Marine, please feed this to Young Master Hendel."

        

        "W-why should I?"

        

        "Feeding each other is what couples do, right?"

        

        "..."

        

        At the keyword "couple," Marine quietly took the cookie Cani handed her.

        

        She glanced at Hendel.

        

        Initially skeptical of Cani's strategy, Hendel had now promised full cooperation after seeing Marine's changes.

        

        Hendel opened his mouth following Cani's signal.

        

        Marine, looking back and forth between the cookie in her hand and Hendel, finally popped the blueberry cookie made by Serina into his mouth.

        

        "Delicious. Thank you, Marine."

        

        "Y-yeah."

        

        Marine blushed.

        

        "Now, it's my turn~"

        

        This time, Cani approached Hendel with a strawberry jam cookie.

        

        Crunch.

        

        Hendel obediently ate the cookie Cani offered.

        

        Marine glared at Cani with a pouty expression but didn't stop her.

        

        Watching the two women feed Hendel, Serina felt a strange ache deep in her heart.

        

        'Why am I feeling this way? I should be happy that they're enjoying the cookies I made.'

        

        Serina, who had always found joy in seeing people enjoy her food, couldn't understand why her heart ached so much.

        

        Cani looked at Serina, smirked, and beckoned.

        

        "Serina, would you like to feed him too?"

        

        "Huh? No, I don't particularly want to."

        

        "Yet you're still holding a cookie in your hand?"

        

        Huh?

        

        Serina checked her hand.

        

        Just as Cani said, somehow she was holding an apple pie, which she considered her masterpiece.

        

        When did I...?

        

        Cani smiled brightly, skipped over, linked arms with Serina, and headed toward Hendel.

        

        "Young Master, Serina wants to feed you too!"

        

        "Uh... okay."

        

        The flustered Hendel opened his mouth.

        

        Serina slowly placed the cookie in his mouth.

        

        In that moment, Serina felt an electrifying sensation.

        

        Cani led the stunned Serina back to her seat.

        

        "How was it? Good, right?"

      

      
        

        "Y-yeah."

        

        Serina reflected on the feeling she had just experienced.

        

        Why had her chest ached when Lady Marine and Cani fed cookies to Hendel?

        

        Why did she feel an indescribable happiness when she put the pie in Hendel's mouth?

        

        Cani looked at Serina, who was sitting absentmindedly without touching her food, and was certain.

        

        'Serina has completely fallen.'

        

        Though she hadn't reached the stage of acknowledgment yet, the perceptive Serina would soon realize her feelings.

        

        ***

        

        The tea time, which everyone had somewhat prepared for, flowed more smoothly than imagined thanks to Cani's efforts.

        

        Today again, it was Cani who broke the ice.

        

        "I hear there's been a continuing drought in the north. Especially at the border with the demon realm, they say mountains of starvation victims have formed."

        

        When the topic of the demon realm came up, Carden's hand, which had been busy gathering snacks, stopped.

        

        Surprisingly, Marine, who normally would never participate in such conversations, spoke up.

        

        "It's true that the number of starvation victims around the border has increased dramatically. Some demons even crossed the boundary line. We dealt with them all, though."

        

        Demons crossing the boundary line? This is more serious than I thought.

        

        "Is that why the celebration banquet was moved up?"

        

        Marine's Sword Master promotion celebration banquet, originally scheduled for much later, had been changed to two weeks from now.

        

        With such a tight schedule, nobles from distant territories would find it difficult to attend. I wondered why it was moved up, but it seems this was the reason.

        

        Marine, who previously wouldn't touch Serina's cookies, was now enjoying a green tea macaron as she revealed additional information.

        

        "I heard the Demon King's son is coming to the banquet too, probably because of the food shortage. Be careful, Hendel."

        

        The Demon King's son is coming?

        

        I looked at Carden, who should have been most informed about this.

        

        Carden, who had been focused on devouring snacks without drinking any tea, stopped eating and looked shocked.

        

        It seems Carden hadn't received any notice either.

        

        When the words "Demon King" were heard, Cani and Serina simultaneously looked at Carden, both surprised by Carden's apparent ignorance.

        

        "So you think Marine will approach me to request support for the food shortage?"

        

        "Yes, the Adger territory is the empire's largest granary region."

        

        "When did you hear about this?"

        

        "Yesterday."

        

        It's much easier to deal with a situation when you know about it in advance rather than facing it unprepared.

        

        "Thanks for letting me know."

        

        "Well... of course."

        

        I mentally calculated this year's grain harvest in our territory.

        

        Currently in the midst of harvest season, information indicated that our territory would have an average yield this year.

        

        Due to high demand from the north, grain futures prices had already jumped 50% above normal, leading our territory to engage in large-scale grain futures sales.

        

        Futures are contracts to sell a certain quantity at a predetermined price at a specific future date.

        

        We had already sold futures amounting to 20% of the expected harvest, and about 60% would go to places with fixed supply contracts with the territory.

        

        That left about 20% of grain still uncontracted, but considering the amount needed for internal consumption and reserves, there was no surplus to sell to the demon realm.

        

        "Our territory doesn't have much to spare either..."

        

        "Actually, even if we had surplus, we couldn't sell grain."

        

        "Huh?"

        

      

      
        "The imperial family sees this as an opportunity that won't come again."

        

        "What opportunity?"

        

        "The opportunity to bring down the demon realm."

        

        Carden's face turned pale.

        

        "It hasn't been made public, but according to my father, the demon realm is in turmoil due to a power succession. And now they're facing a great famine on top of that?"

        

        Serina gulped.

        

        "The demon realm must be vulnerable."

        

        "Yes, there's already massive dissent against the next Demon King. The current Demon King's son coming to the celebration banquet must be an attempt to salvage the situation."

        

        Carden seemed deep in thought.

        

        I had wondered why someone who was supposedly the Demon King's daughter seemed so neglected.

        

        My personal guess was that with the unstable power succession, they couldn't predict what might happen if Carden returned to the demon realm, so they cut off her allowance and blocked information flow.

        

        When Carden suddenly tried to stand up, I held her back.

        

        "You can wait until the Sword Master celebration banquet to meet him."

        

        "..."

        

        Carden, who had been staring at me silently, nodded and sat back down.

        

        "Marine, can I bring Reni and Serina to the celebration banquet too?"

        

        "..."

        

        Marine remained silent.

        

        She probably wanted to refuse.

        

        Cani, who had been watching Marine, scurried over and whispered something in her ear.

        

        After hearing Cani's whisper and contemplating for a moment, Marine nodded.

        

        "Well, I suppose two more people would be fine..."

        

        Having received Marine's permission, I approached the dejected Carden.

        

        Carden glanced at me and murmured absentmindedly.

        

        "I had heard about crop failures in the north, but I didn't know it was this severe."

        

        "..."

        

        "Even though I claim to have no interest in the succession, I still have Demon King's blood. I wonder if it's right for me to be here leisurely studying what I like."

        

        I had already set up a magic barrier to block sound.

        

        Marine kept glancing at us curiously, wondering what we were discussing, but I pretended not to notice.

        

        "I wish we could solve this together, but I also resent him for fearing the succession structure will collapse and keeping me in check."

        

        I silently patted Carden's shoulder.

        

        Though we hadn't known each other long, it pained me to see a friend I'd grown fond of suffering like this.

        

        "Don't worry, it will work out."

        

        Carden looked up at me with desperate eyes.

        

        "Do you think so?"

        

        "Yes, talk to him at the banquet. You said you weren't on bad terms with the next Demon King, right?"

        

        If it had been a minor issue, I could have offered to solve it myself.

        

        But this was a major crisis that could determine the fate of the demon realm.

        

        It was on a completely different scale from secretly supplying cola to the demon realm.

        

        So all I could do was comfort Carden by saying things would work out.

        

        Carden, understanding the magnitude of the situation, didn't ask for direct help and simply nodded.
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        I went to the Karde Magic Tower's capital branch to gather information about the current situation in the Demon Realm.

        

        The capital branch of Karde Magic Tower, arguably the most prestigious in the continent, had been developing each time I visited.

        

        They've finally gone and covered the entire building in gold.

        

        I clicked my tongue as I entered the building.

        

        "Oh! Young Master, welcome!"

        

        At the receptionist's booming greeting, every mage in the lobby recognized me and bowed their heads.

        

        I acknowledged them with a slight nod.

        

        Just then, the branch director came running from afar.

        

        "Oh, Young Master, welcome!"

        

        Some sharp-eyed mage must have notified the branch director.

        

        After giving the branch director—who, like most mages, had poor physical stamina—enough time to catch his breath, I stated my business.

        

        "I've heard that people are starving to death in droves in the Demon Realm due to the northern famine. Is this true?"

        

        "Haha..."

        

        The branch director gave an awkward smile.

        

        After glancing around cautiously, he led me to his office.

        

        I understood his reaction; matters related to the Demon Realm were sensitive issues.

        

        We quietly took the VIP elevator to the branch director's office.

        

        "Please, sit here."

        

        He offered me the seat of honor.

        

        I politely declined his courtesy.

        

        "No, thank you. I prefer to talk face to face."

        

        Knowing my stubbornness well, the branch director didn't insist further.

        

        After taking his seat, the branch director cleared his throat a few times and pulled out a map of the continent.

        

        "According to the Magic Tower's assessment, the famine extends from the northern Aleph territory to the entire Demon Realm. The Curse of the Land that occurs every 100 years is happening now."

        

        The Curse of the Land...

        

        Demon blood carries powerful magical energy and dark energy. Areas where demon blood has been heavily spilled often experience supernatural phenomena.

        

        The places where demon blood has most saturated the soil are the Demon Realm itself and the northern regions bordering the human world.

        

        As a result, the northern territories and the Demon Realm periodically experience supernatural phenomena caused by the accumulated dark energy and magic from demon blood that has seeped into the ground—people call this the Curse of the Land.

        

        "According to historical records, it happened 70 years ago. The cycle has shortened?"

        

        "Yes, the intervals between curses are getting shorter as time passes."

        

        When the Curse of the Land occurs, the affected land becomes a dead zone where no plants can grow for an entire year.

        

        For this reason, the Demon Realm typically stockpiles food in preparation for the curse's arrival. However, this time it came much earlier than expected, and with the ongoing power succession, they apparently hadn't stored enough food.

        

        'No wonder the Demon King's son came personally.'

        

      

      
        Having grasped the background, I swallowed hard and got to the main point.

        From here on, the conversation could easily be interpreted as treason with one wrong word.

        

        "The anti-eavesdropping measures are secure, right?"

        

        "Yes, you can trust them."

        

        "Typically, when the Curse of the Land occurs, doesn't the Empire sell large quantities of food to the Demon Realm? To prevent war."

        

        The fact that war would lead to mutual destruction was something both the Demon Realm's leadership and the Imperial family understood well.

        

        That's why whenever the Curse of the Land struck the Demon Realm, the Imperial family would sell food to them on a large scale.

        

        During the Curse of the Land, the Demon Realm would pay premium prices for food, and it was better than having hungry demons start a war out of desperation.

        

        "Yes, that's normally the case, but..."

        

        Judging by his trailing off, the branch director also seemed aware that the Imperial family had decided to block food sales this time.

        

        "I've heard they're planning to block food sales this time. Do you know what the Imperial family is thinking?"

        

        As the director of the capital branch of Karde Magic Tower, now the largest in the Empire, he would surely have extensive information networks within the Imperial court.

        

        Indeed, he seemed to know something. After drumming his fingers on the desk in contemplation, the branch director spoke.

        

        "Originally, the Imperial family intended to sell food as usual. Despite the chaos in the Demon Realm due to the succession process, they recognized that war would be too costly."

        

        This was precisely what puzzled me most about the Imperial family's stance.

        

        No matter how chaotic the Demon Realm might be, their military power was nothing to scoff at.

        

        The Imperial family, wanting to maintain their vested interests without variables, wouldn't choose war with the Demon Realm unless they were certain of victory.

        

        Wait a minute...

        

        Victory?

        

        The branch director said the Imperial family had recently changed their minds.

        

        And if I consider recent events that might have changed the Imperial family's thinking...

        

        "Is it because Marine became a Sword Master?"

        

        The branch director nodded.

        

        "The Imperial family believes their odds have improved with the addition of another Sword Master. Additionally, they see this as an opportunity to check the power of House Deriposer."

        

        Indeed, with just one Sword Master, House Deriposer had grown so powerful that even the Imperial family was cautious about confronting them.

        

        But now there are two Sword Masters?

        

        It's understandable that the Imperial family would become wary of House Deriposer.

        

        "I suppose if war breaks out, House Deriposer would suffer the most damage."

        

        If war erupts with the Demon Realm, battles would naturally begin in the north where House Deriposer guards the border.

        

        The two Sword Masters of House Deriposer would have to fight hard against the demons to protect their territory.

        

        For the Imperial family seeking to check House Deriposer's power, a war would be nothing but beneficial.

        

        It seems I have more reason to intervene now.

        

        Even as a Sword Master, war is always dangerous.

        

        I absolutely do not want my precious Marine to go to the battlefield.

        

        Though I knew it was futile, I lowered my voice.

      

      
        

        "Is the cola distribution network running smoothly?"

        

        From here on, we were discussing secrets that could lead to the extermination of three generations if discovered.

        

        The branch director nodded with a grim expression.

        

        "Yes, it's operating smoothly. When they inquired about food supplies and we refused, they significantly increased their cola orders. Sales are breaking records daily."

        

        It seems they're reluctantly drinking cola instead of eating proper meals.

        

        "If we were to move food through that distribution network, how much would be possible?"

        

        The branch director paused and stared at me.

        

        A look that asked if I was serious.

        

        We were already guilty of treason for smuggling cola, but smuggling food—a matter of national security—was an entirely different level from smuggling a luxury beverage like cola.

        

        "..."

        

        The branch director maintained his silence, waiting for me to withdraw my suggestion.

        

        I'm sorry, but I had no intention of backing down when Marine's safety was at stake.

        

        Karde Magic Tower and I were already bound by fate.

        

        With the numerous weaknesses we held over each other, cooperation was inevitable.

        

        "...Given the substantial investment in developing those routes, we could probably help the Demon Realm extinguish their immediate crisis. Even without specific preparations, they must have some food stockpiled."

        

        The cola smuggling routes had been invested in and maintained by the Demon Realm for centuries to facilitate secret trade with the human realm. They were protected by numerous high-level concealment spells and were quite well-established.

        

        "We're just supplying to human territories, aren't we? It's the demons who are taking it to the Demon Realm on their own."

        

        "...I'll need to consult with the Tower Master about this."

        

        Even as one of the top five officials in Karde Magic Tower, the branch director couldn't handle such a significant matter alone.

        

        I was already buying back previously sold grain futures at premium prices.

        

        With the Demon Realm's situation not yet widely known, grain futures were trading about 50% higher than usual. With our territory's massive buying spree, prices had risen to 100% above normal.

        

        Merchants were becoming suspicious and withdrawing their offerings, but I had already settled my futures positions.

        

        By minimizing our reserves, we could sell up to 30% of our territory's production to the Demon Realm.

        

        This amount, combined with whatever the Demon Realm had stockpiled, would leave them hungry for a year but would be enough to prevent them from choosing war.

        

        While no other territory or merchant guild could supply grain on the scale of Edgar territory, we would also purchase grain from smaller territories and merchant guilds.

        

        There were concerns about rising grain prices within the Empire, but that was for the well-stocked Imperial family to manage.

        

        I felt sorry for the Empire's citizens, but preventing Marine from going to war was more important to me.

        

        I extended my hand to the troubled-looking branch director.

        

        "I apologize for involving you in this."

        

        The branch director glanced at my hand and cautiously took it.

        

        "Karde Magic Tower flourished thanks to you, Young Master. Personally, I was able to solidify my position within the tower because of you."

        

        The branch director looked at me with determined eyes.

        

        "With the Tower Master's approval, I will assist you wholeheartedly."
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        Though I hadn't yet received a response from the Tower Master, I sent a request to expedite the grain harvest and prepare it for immediate transfer to the Karde Magic Tower.

        

        Originally, I had hoped that my particularly close parents, who shared passionate nights together, might produce a child who could challenge my position as heir. But since that hadn't happened, I was already confirmed as the next Count Edgar.

        

        Because of this, I had recently begun handling some territory affairs, and my father actively incorporated my opinions.

        

        It was now approaching mid-October.

        

        Since it was already the season when rice harvesting would be ending, my request shouldn't be burdensome.

        

        After spending the entire class lost in thought, I found the branch director waiting for me when I left the magic department.

        

        "Young master, we've received permission from the Tower Master."

        

        The news I'd been waiting for.

        

        I quickly escorted the branch director to my carriage.

        

        Kani, who was in the carriage, opened her eyes wide, but understanding my signal, she quickly disappeared.

        

        She probably went to meet Serina.

        

        The branch director surrounded us with mana to prevent our conversation from leaking and pulled out a piece of paper from his chest.

        

        Perhaps enchanted, the unfolded paper began expanding itself until it transformed into a continental map.

        

        The branch director took out a small elder wand from his chest.

        

        An elder wand—the more I observed him, the more I appreciated his traditional approach.

        

        Tap.

        

        The branch director pointed to a village.

        

        "This village called Renette is where the demon realm's influence effectively begins. Therefore, the best approach would be to gather the food supplies in the nearest village, Bernanki, but..."

        

        "Having that much food gathered in a small village would raise suspicion, right?"

        

        "Yes, exactly. After consulting with a mage familiar with the local geography who handles cola smuggling, we concluded that gathering the supplies at Ranent Viscount's castle would be best."

        

        Having close ties with the Karde Magic Tower, I knew all their branch locations.

        

        The Karde Magic Tower's northern branch was located in Ranent Viscount's territory.

        

        "Will the northern branch manage it?"

        

        "Yes, the northern branch will initially manage the supplies, and as soon as you give the signal, we'll immediately begin negotiations with the demon realm administrator through smuggling channels. However, since the administrator must report to higher authorities, the full-scale supply may take considerable time."

        

        The branch director, stroking his beard thoughtfully, suddenly clapped his hands.

        

        "Come to think of it, isn't the Demon King's son attending Lady Marine's banquet? You could negotiate there, young master—everything from price to quantity."

        

        "Is it appropriate for me to make such decisions?"

        

        My decisions could potentially cause them tremendous losses.

        

        The branch director waved his hand dismissively with a hearty laugh.

        

        "The Karde Magic Tower has already placed everything in your hands, young master. Even if you ordered us to give away the food for free, we could absorb such losses."

        

        I nodded.

        

        "I understand. The banquet is approaching, so I'll contact you as soon as negotiations are complete."

        

        "Yes, the tower has just finished preparations to receive the grain shipments, so you can transfer the waiting supplies to the Karde Magic Tower."

        

        "I'll leave instructions."

        

        "Yes, please take care of your health, young master."

        

        As soon as our conversation ended, the branch director disappeared after a brief farewell.

        

        He must be busy arranging the secret transport of this unprecedented quantity of grain.

        

        I silently expressed my gratitude and began writing a letter to send to the territory.

        

        ***

        

        "Young master...? Is your conversation finished?"

        

        Kani gently knocked on the carriage.

        

        "Oh, yes, you can come in."

        

      

      
        With my permission, Kani quickly climbed into the carriage.

        

        "Excuse me."

        

        Serina, now accustomed to riding in my carriage, carefully climbed in as well.

        

        "Hello."

        

        "Uh...hello!"

        

        Somehow, Serina seemed to grow more awkward around me as time passed.

        

        Usually, people become closer over time, but it felt like we were drifting apart, which troubled me.

        

        I had asked Kani, who boasted about sharing secrets with Serina, if Serina disliked me.

        

        Kani had responded with an enigmatic smile, saying, "It's actually because she likes you too much," a statement I still couldn't understand, and whenever I pressed for an explanation, she would just hum awkwardly and refuse to elaborate.

        

        "Th-this is today's cookies!"

        

        Serina handed me cookies tied with a heart-patterned ribbon.

        

        Today's cookies were all heart-shaped, likely made with a heart-shaped cutter.

        

        'Considering she gives me cookies every day, she probably doesn't dislike me, but she always avoids me when I approach, so it's hard to say she likes me.'

        

        Thinking that a young girl's heart is difficult to understand, I gratefully accepted the cookies.

        

        "Thank you for always baking these."

        

        "Yes!"

        

        After receiving the cookies, she stared at me intently.

        

        Now understanding what that gaze meant, I untied the ribbon and took a cookie in my hand.

        

        The cookie still retained its warmth.

        

        Crunch.

        

        The chocolate cookie crumbled delicately in my mouth.

        

        The taste was now worthy of a cookie master's creation.

        

        I gave a thumbs-up. Though Serina hadn't understood this gesture at first, after spending time with me, she now recognized it as a positive sign and was delighted.

        

        Karden had declined today's meal, busy gathering information, and Marine had been taken by the Northern Duke to prepare for the upcoming banquet.

        

        So we decided to eat out for a change.

        

        Though our chef was so skilled that meals at home were better than most high-end restaurants, occasionally changing the atmosphere was necessary.

        

        It also gave our chef some rest.

        

        "Young master, we've arrived."

        

        "Okay."

        

        The carriage stopped in front of the restaurant.

        

        I got out first, then took the hands of the girls as they followed.

        

        These gestures had become natural now.

        

        The girls naturally took my hand as they descended.

        

        Seeing our obviously expensive carriage approach, someone who appeared to be the manager rushed out of the restaurant.

        

        The manager's expression was not pleasant.

        

        It was strange that the manager looked unhappy despite the arrival of customers who would clearly spend generously.

        

        The manager bowed deeply at 120 degrees, revealing his balding scalp without shame.

        

        "Thank you for visiting our restaurant, but I'm afraid we cannot accommodate you at this time."

        

        I glanced at the carriages parked in front of the restaurant.

        

        There were only two carriages! It didn't seem like they could be short on space.

        

        "Has someone rented the entire restaurant?"

        

        "Yes, that's correct..."

        

        I was curious about who the guest could be, as even I, who was steadily approaching becoming the continent's wealthiest person, would find it difficult to rent an entire restaurant.

        

      

      
        But for such a VIP, they wouldn't reveal the identity just because I asked, so I pretended to give up gracefully.

        

        "Well, it can't be helped."

        

        "Thank you! Thank you! If you visit us next time, we will prepare with our utmost sincerity!"

        

        Slightly offended, I wanted to snap back asking if they didn't normally prepare with sincerity, but I barely restrained myself.

        

        The two awkwardly standing girls followed me back into the carriage.

        

        "My goodness, isn't this restaurant about 10 gold per person?"

        

        "10...10 gold?"

        

        Serina's hands trembled at the mention of 10 gold. Despite spending considerable time with me, she still maintained a commoner's sensibilities.

        

        "Now I'm really curious who it could be."

        

        Curiosity may kill the cat, but humans have reached the top of the food chain precisely because of their curiosity.

        

        And I'm someone who can't resist when my curiosity is piqued.

        

        "I can't stand this. I'll go find out."

        

        "What?"

        

        Kani was startled.

        

        Serina looked at me worriedly.

        

        "How will you find out? They probably won't tell you even if you ask."

        

        "I have my ways."

        

        "Well, if Hendel says so..."

        

        "Just wait about ten minutes. I'll just check their faces and come back."

        

        "Okay, be careful."

        

        With the girls' concerned gazes following me, I secretly left the carriage and used magic specialized for concealment.

        

        "Pollen Veil."

        

        First, I concealed my magical energy.

        

        "Datura's Illusion."

        

        I also tried a spell I had recently learned from my ghost Grand Magician teacher.

        

        Datura is a poisonous plant that causes visual distortion and delusions.

        

        I controlled the dosage, sprinkling just a small amount at the restaurant entrance.

        

        "Is this the academy?"

        

        "Setus, you too!"

        

        The employees' eyes became unfocused.

        

        They muttered nonsense, perhaps seeing illusions.

        

        I infiltrated the restaurant as inconspicuously as possible, then dispelled the magic.

        

        The restaurant staff's eyes regained focus.

        

        "Ugh... my head suddenly hurts."

        

        They complained of mild headaches.

        

        Although the ghost Grand Magician had guaranteed it was completely safe, I had been minimizing its use just in case, but the effect seemed quite powerful.

        

        Still, I should use it sparingly to be safe.

        

        Keeping low and holding my breath, I slowly entered the building through the open door.

        

        Clatter, clatter.

        

        The sound of dishes colliding.

        

        I swallowed hard and confirmed the faces of those dining.

        

        'Why are these people...'

        

        I was shocked when I saw their faces.
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        Surprisingly, the ones sharing a meal were Karden, who I thought was out gathering information, and Marine, who I believed was busy preparing for the banquet.

        

        How could such a coincidence happen?

        

        Well, considering this restaurant was close to the Academy, and Marine had plenty of money, it wasn't that strange for her to come here...

        

        I held my breath and focused to catch every word of their conversation.

        

        "Lady Marine, you know it too, right? That there's something unusual about me."

        

        Karden was using honorifics with Marine.

        

        "Yes, there were many strange things during our last duel."

        

        It seems Marine had also sensed something odd during her match with Karden.

        

        At the time of the duel, Marine might not have been a Sword Master yet, but she was standing at the threshold.

        

        For someone like her to be pushed back by a mere Academy student was difficult to comprehend.

        

        "Besides, you have a subtle demonic scent. Being from a northern family, I've always been good at identifying demons, but after becoming a Sword Master, I can tell even more clearly."

        

        My goodness.

        

        So Marine knew all along that Karden was a demon but pretended not to know?

        

        Even I, who prided myself on knowing Marine well, hadn't noticed at all.

        

        "..."

        

        "So, what business do you have with me now?"

        

        Having heard about the current situation, I already knew Karden's purpose.

        

        Marine probably knew too.

        

        Karden stood up from her seat and knelt respectfully.

        

        "Karden, first daughter of the 31st Demon King Baal, greets the Master of the Sword."

        

        Shamefully, Karden had her head pressed to the ground, while Marine crossed her legs and looked down at the kneeling Karden with an emotionless gaze.

        

        "First daughter of the Demon King? You're more important than I thought."

        

        Marine showed no particular reaction despite hearing that Karden was the daughter of a Demon King.

        

        My attention was drawn more to Karden, who was trembling.

        

        Having lived as a Demon King's daughter, she probably never had to bow to anyone before. The fact that she was willing to cast aside her pride showed how much she truly loved the demon realm.

        

        Marine, as if she had anticipated this, rinsed her mouth with strawberry juice and said:

        

        "Let me guess, you're asking for help with food shortages?"

        

        "Yes..."

        

        Marine twirled her fork thoughtfully before firmly refusing.

        

        "No. Your situation is pitiful, but the North always lacks food. Even if we had food, giving it to you would make us traitors."

        

        "If things continue like this, war will break out... And who do you think will suffer the most?"

        

        "..."

        

        "Don't you know that one of the imperial court's intentions is to check the power of the Deriposer family?"

        

        "..."

        

        Being the parties directly involved, they seemed to already know the facts I had learned from the branch manager.

        

        "Even so, the Deriposer family is the guardian of the North. We'll just have to fight."

        

        No, I absolutely won't let that happen.

        

        I would never allow Marine to step onto a battlefield where blind arrows and magic fly, not even if the sky were to fall.

        

        "..."

        

        Sensing Marine's firm resolve, Karden showed clear signs of resignation.

        

        "Normally, I would have dealt with you the moment I learned you were the Demon King's daughter, but I don't want Hendel to be sad, so I'll let it go this time. Now get out."

        

        I was ready to intervene if Marine tried to harm Karden, but fortunately, she had no intention of killing her and simply ordered her to leave.

        

        Karden trudged out of the restaurant with a gloomy face.

        

        I followed her quietly, still concealing my presence.

        

        When Karden was some distance from the restaurant.

        

        I placed my hand on her shoulder.

        

        "Karden."

        

        "Eek!"

        

        She jumped in surprise as if she'd seen a ghost.

        

        Then, recognizing me, she made a dumbfounded expression.

        

        "How did you..."

      

      
        

        "I have my ways. Don't ask for details; it's a secret."

        

        "Did you hear everything?"

        

        I silently nodded.

        

        Tears welled up in Karden's eyes at my calm response.

        

        Various emotions reflected in her eyes.

        

        Shame, sadness, self-blame, and more...

        

        One thing I've learned from dealing with Marine and Kani is that when a woman shows tears, embrace her silently.

        

        Being a gentleman, I pulled Karden into a tight embrace without saying a word.

        

        Karden sobbed, leaving tear stains on my clothes.

        

        "Hic... I know the demon realm is falling apart, but I hate myself for not being able to do anything..."

        

        "..."

        

        "It hurts my heart that I fled the demon realm like a coward under the pretense of studying..."

        

        If I tried to comfort her incorrectly here, it would only backfire.

        

        I silently patted Karden's back.

        

        She seemed to have lost weight from running around diligently these past few days.

        

        Looking at her, I asked with concern:

        

        "Were you looking for people who could help?"

        

        "Until I met Lady Marine, I couldn't find any information, so I was going around trying to gather some."

        

        "You didn't reveal your identity to anyone else besides Marine, right?"

        

        "*Sniff*... No..."

        

        Thinking that was at least fortunate, I gently stroked her head after she calmed down a bit, then released her from my embrace.

        

        Karden's cheeks were flushed, seemingly embarrassed about crying so hard in my arms.

        

        I gripped her shoulders firmly and said:

        

        "Don't worry."

        

        "Huh?"

        

        "I have something in preparation."

        

        Karden anxiously grabbed my collar.

        

        "What is it...?"

        

        "Food, of course."

        

        "But... that's dangerous! Even Lady Marine backed out because she was afraid of being labeled a traitor."

        

        "You asked Marine for help despite knowing it was dangerous, so why not me?"

        

        "That's... because Lady Marine is a Sword Master! And you're my friend, so I don't want to put you in danger."

        

        So Marine isn't a friend?

        

        If Marine heard that, she would be disappointed... actually, probably not.

        

        I pinched Karden's cheek.

        

        "What's so difficult about sending food instead of cola?"

        

        "Still, cola and food are different in importance, and food is needed in much larger quantities."

        

        I held Karden's cheeks as if telling her to be quiet.

        

        "Just accept a friend's goodwill."

        

        "Putting a friend in danger isn't what friends do!"

        

        I let out a deep sigh.

        

        How could I persuade this stubborn person?

        

        While fixing her bangs that were poking her eyes, I said:

        

        "Master, do you think I'm preparing something this risky just for you alone?"

        

        "Then... what is it for?"

        

        "While I do want to help you, I have a stronger desire to keep Marine off the battlefield."

        

        "Ah..."

        

        Having spent time with me, Karden knew well how much I cared for Marine.

        

        She nodded, seeming to understand my motivation.

        

        Appearing less burdened, she grinned and poked my side.

        

        "You like Lady Marine so much, why haven't you confessed yet? Lady Marine seems completely smitten with you."

        

      

      
        "Marine is my daughter. How could I marry my daughter?"

        

        "I didn't say anything about marriage. Are you thinking about marriage on your own?"

        

        "..."

        

        I had nothing to say since it hit a nerve.

        

        How could I not think about marriage when I was openly wearing an engagement ring?

        

        "Look at our slave, going quiet when things get disadvantageous."

        

        "Ahem..."

        

        "So, why aren't you really dating her? Honestly, you don't seem indifferent either."

        

        "Why should I tell you?"

        

        "You've seen a woman's tears and innermost feelings, so you should share at least one secret too."

        

        I protested indignantly.

        

        "I didn't ask you to tell me! You just threw yourself into my arms and started crying."

        

        Blushing at my logical argument, Karden resorted to a woman's secret weapon.

        

        "Fine, tell me, tell me, tell me."

        

        The tactic of mindlessly pestering a man with all logic removed.

        

        The unfortunate male gender finds it hard to refuse when a woman asks with bright, pleading eyes.

        

        Especially if that person is young, beautiful, and well-endowed.

        

        Karden pounded on my chest while making her demands.

        

        She seemed to be controlling her strength, but since Karden was so powerful, it still made it hard for me to breathe.

        

        So I surrendered, not to her charm but to her force.

        

        "Alright, I'll tell you, I'll tell you."

        

        "Really?"

        

        Karden stopped hitting me and smiled brightly.

        

        "Well... there's no grand reason..."

        

        "Skip the preamble and tell me quickly."

        

        "What did I say was the purpose of the tea time?"

        

        "To improve Lady Marine's social skills."

        

        With such good memory, why was she bad at magic?

        

        "I said the most important part of improving Marine's social skills was making friends, right?"

        

        "Yes."

        

        "Do you think Marine would still be able to make friends after dating me?"

        

        Even now, Marine shows strong possessiveness toward me, always trying to drive away others to be alone with me.

        

        If we started dating, this possessiveness would likely intensify rather than diminish.

        

        "She'd probably stick to you like glue without any interest in friends."

        

        "Right. Now I forcibly separate her from me and push her to be with you all, but if we started dating, she wouldn't want to leave my side."

        

        I cleared my throat, preparing to act.

        

        "If I tried to separate her, she'd probably look at me with dead eyes and say, 'Aren't we dating? Why are you trying to push me away? Have you grown tired of me?'"

        

        "Oh..."

        

        It seems my portrayal perfectly matched Karden's understanding of Marine.

        

        Listening to Karden made me wonder.

        

        If I hadn't seen Marine's back then, would I have confessed?

        

        The conclusion came surprisingly quickly.

        

        'I would have confessed the moment she became a Sword Master.'

        

        While there were differences in skill levels among Sword Masters, generally, a Sword Master was considered the master of the sword, the pinnacle, the ultimate goal for knights.

        

        Knowing Marine's brilliant talent, I had always secretly feared becoming an obstacle to her potential.

        

        But a Sword Master is already the master of the sword, the pinnacle.

        

        Becoming a Sword Master meant she had already reached the peak of swordsmanship, so what obstacle could I possibly be?

        

        If I had been ignorant of everything, I probably would have confessed the moment Marine became a Sword Master, thinking I could no longer hold her back.

        

        'What a fantasy.'

        

        I had inadvertently gotten caught up in Karden's "what if" game.

        

        I shook my head to clear my thoughts and took Karden's hand.

        

        "Let's go eat, Master."
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        After picking up Karden, we headed to the market.

        

        Since I'd already mentioned eating out, I didn't want to trouble the chef by calling him back.

        

        "Leave the market guidance to me!"

        

        Serina, who had worked at the market every week, thumped her chest proudly with sparkling eyes.

        

        "Oh, I'm looking forward to it."

        

        I figured Serina, who practically lived at the market every weekend, would know all the best places to eat.

        

        Fancy restaurants are nice, but there's something romantic about discovering hidden gems in the market.

        

        Grumble.

        

        Karden's stomach growled beside me.

        

        Wait, didn't she just eat with Marine?

        

        When I stared curiously at her stomach, Karden blushed and made an excuse.

        

        "Women get hungry after crying, you know!"

        

        "R-really?"

        

        Being a man, I had no way of knowing if what she said was true.

        

        Does crying burn that many calories?

        

        "Even so, didn't you almost finish your meal with Marine? She was having dessert."

        

        "...I couldn't eat properly because I was conscious of Lady Marine."

        

        "But food still went into your stomach, right?"

        

        "Well, yes."

        

        "Wow, that's amazing. Is it a demon race trait?"

        

        I knew Karden's stomach was so large that the restaurant's course meal wasn't enough to fill her, but I couldn't resist teasing her because it was fun.

        

        As her face grew increasingly red, Karden finally surrendered.

        

        "The portion was just too small, okay?"

        

        "Hehe, you should've been honest from the start."

        

        Thankfully, Karden's mood seemed to have improved from when she was sobbing earlier.

        

        As our conversation gradually came to an end, Kani, who had been quietly observing, cautiously joined in with a concerned expression.

        

        "Karden, were you crying?"

        

        "What? How did you know?"

        

        "Hendel and Serina told me."

        

        "I... I see."

        

        Karden seemed slightly uncomfortable.

        

        "It's okay, you can trust Kani."

        

        "Well... I didn't think it would remain a secret forever anyway..."

        

        "So, why were you crying? Did Young Master make you cry?"

        

        "No, I didn't make her—huh?"

        

        Did I? Was it my fault?

        

        The responsibility was ambiguous.

        

        If I had to pinpoint it, maybe it was my fault...

        

        Seeing my discomfort, Karden smirked and seized the opportunity to attack me.

        

        "That's right, Hendel made me cry."

        

        "Ah..."

        

        "Ooh... bad Young Master."

        

        Serina's gaze was piercing.

        

        This was truly unfair.

        

        Pleased with gaining the upper hand, Karden grinned and poked my side repeatedly.

        

        "Five chicken skewers, and I'll forgive you for making me cry."

        

        "But I was comforting you."

        

        "Ten skewers."

        

        "You were the one sobbing in my arms."

        

        "Twenty skewers."

        

        The number of chicken skewers doubled with each protest.

        

        "Fine..."

        

        "Yay..."

        

        In the end, I couldn't hold out and surrendered.

      

      
        

        Karden grinned, imagining twenty chicken skewers.

        

        'Surely she won't actually eat twenty.'

        

        If it were someone else, I'd think it was a joke. But knowing Karden, I felt a chill down my spine at the thought that she might seriously demand twenty chicken skewers.

        

        When our banter ended, Kani asked with sparkling eyes.

        

        "Did Young Master hug Karden?"

        

        "No, it was purely for comfort."

        

        Kani grinned.

        

        "Seems like it."

        

        "..."

        

        Serina, who had been quiet, looked dejected.

        

        "Maybe I should... try crying too..."

        

        Thanks to my enhanced hearing due to my unique magical constitution, I caught Serina's mumbling but pretended not to hear.

        

        One shouldn't eavesdrop on a girl's private thoughts.

        

        Screech.

        

        "We've arrived!"

        

        As the carriage stopped, I once again helped each of them down carefully.

        

        Though I offered my hand to help them descend safely, Kani grabbed my hand and jumped out of the carriage.

        

        Serina and Karden, with their superior physical abilities, gracefully stepped down from the carriage.

        

        Was my escort even necessary?

        

        I felt slightly dejected.

        

        Maybe I'm the one who needs an escort?

        

        "Ohhh..."

        

        After hopping out of the carriage, Karden lightly dusted off her maid uniform and gazed at the night market with sparkling eyes.

        

        Since it was after sunset, each shop had lit up colorful lanterns, and the wide streets were packed with people.

        

        "Ugh..."

        

        As a traditional mage who slightly dislikes crowds, I let out a groan at the sight that made me feel dizzy just looking at it.

        

        Unlike me, an extreme homebody, Kani's eyes were full of vitality.

        

        "Serina."

        

        "Yes?"

        

        "Where should we go?"

        

        Serina, who seemed in good spirits from the lively market atmosphere, tilted her head thoughtfully before offering some options.

        

        "There's chicken, pork, noodles, sandwiches... what would you like to eat?"

        

        Since I didn't care what food we had and just wanted to eat quickly and leave this market, I turned my gaze to Kani and Karden.

        

        Kani wracked her brain, struggling with the decision.

        

        "Mmm... everything sounds delicious..."

        

        Kani. I didn't realize you had decision paralysis.

        

        Watching Kani agonize, Karden casually muttered.

        

        "Let's just eat everything."

        

        "Oh."

        

        Kani clapped at the simple solution, while I, eager to return home quickly, frowned.

        

        "Hendel, you'll buy everything for us, right?"

        

        "...Fine..."

        

        I wanted to tell them to pick just one, but the women looked so happy that I couldn't bring myself to spoil the mood.

        

        "Then, let's go to the chicken place first!"

        

        Serina, who seemed excited to visit as a customer the restaurants she usually worked at, took the lead, and we followed behind her.

        

        Though the crowd made it difficult to navigate, Serina, with her considerable market experience and physical abilities from the Knight Department, skillfully created a path.

        

        If I, with my weak physique, had led the way, I might have been trampled to death in the crowd by now.

        

        It's somewhat embarrassing for a grown man to follow behind a woman smaller than himself, and I could feel judgmental gazes from here and there.

        

        At least no one said anything aloud, probably because of my apparent high status, but it was still embarrassing.

        

        'Still better than dying, though.'

        

        I stuck close to Serina to avoid getting swept away by the crowd.

        

        Since Kani and Karden were behind me, I just needed to take care of myself.

        

        As I clung to her back, Serina glanced back.

        

        "Aren't you... too close?"

        

      

      
        "Sorry, I just don't want to get trampled to death."

        

        "Ah... okay."

        

        Perhaps out of consideration for me, Serina slowed down, and as we followed her, a shop that exuded expertise came into view.

        

        "Hmm, this place sells steamed? chicken dishes."

        

        "In a steamer?"

        

        "Yes."

        

        With a flutter of anticipation, I entered the shop.

        

        "Haha, have another drink!"

        

        "Glug glug!"

        

        Inside, middle-aged men were having a rowdy drinking party.

        

        "Welcome... Oh, Serina!"

        

        "Hehe, hello."

        

        "You came with friends! Come over here. I'll give you the quietest spot."

        

        A tough-looking middle-aged woman greeted Serina with a bright smile and guided us to a secluded corner.

        

        We took our seats.

        

        Karden looked around curiously, while Kani's maid instincts kicked in, and she was already setting the table.

        

        "Did you work here?"

        

        "No, I never worked here, but I've made deliveries occasionally. I used to work at a knife shop."

        

        Serina twirled the knife provided for cutting chicken with one hand.

        

        "Ohhh..."

        

        As expected of someone from the Knight Department, Serina handled the knife skillfully.

        

        Kani and I applauded enthusiastically.

        

        "Here's your chicken. This is a gift from auntie."

        

        A chicken so massive it could be mistaken for monster meat was served, along with a chilled bottle of cola.

        

        Although cola's price had decreased as supply increased, it wasn't cheap enough to give away for free.

        

        Serina waved her hands in protest.

        

        "You don't have to do this."

        

        "Nonsense, when cute Serina brings her boyfriend, I have to do at least this much."

        

        Serina's cheeks turned bright red.

        

        "He's... he's not my boyfriend..."

        

        "Well, then a boyfriend candidate."

        

        "..."

        

        The middle-aged woman smiled warmly at the blushing Serina, waved at her as she bowed her head, and returned to the kitchen.

        

        "I'm... sorry... the auntie has a bit of a mischievous personality..."

        

        Serina hung her head low.

        

        "It's fine, it's natural to think that way when young men and women are together. I wouldn't mind if it were Serina."

        

        Distracted by the pure white chicken soup I was seeing for the first time in this world, I casually responded while cutting into the chicken with my knife.

        

        Unfortunately, there was no kimchi to accompany the chicken soup, but there was salt, so it didn't matter.

        

        "..."

        

        "..."

        

        For some reason, while the food was right in front of us, Serina had her face planted on the table, and Kani and Karden were frozen with their mouths agape.

        

        "What's wrong? Aren't you going to eat the meat?"

        

        Thinking they might be waiting for me to eat first since I was paying, I quickly popped a chicken leg into my mouth.

        

        The chicken melted tenderly in my mouth.

        

        'Ah, this is the taste.'

        

        Though I wasn't particularly fond of chicken soup, it tasted fantastic after not having it for so long.

        

        Until now, I'd only had grilled or fried chicken, so I made a mental note to ask the chef to prepare this sometime.

        

        Even after I finished one chicken leg, the women still hadn't touched the food.

        

        Unable to bear it any longer, I spoke up.

        

        "Hurry and eat, it's best when it's warm."

        

        "..."

        

        "..."

        

        The women showed no intention of touching the meat despite my words.

        

        Serina still had her head down, while Kani and Karden were staring at me with strange expressions.

        

        What's going on? Why are they acting like this?
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        "Today was fun."

        

        True to his word, Carden had packed 20 chicken skewers as he'd declared.

        

        He was smiling cheerfully, seemingly in a good mood just from looking at the skewers.

        

        Seeing the pile of chicken skewers stacked in the corner of the carriage reminded me of the vendor's beaming face when he'd greeted his VVIP customer.

        

        He closed shop right after selling those skewers.

        

        Clop-clop, clop-clop.

        

        Even Carden, who typically showed the least emotion, was grinning happily, while Serina and Marine were whispering to each other with relaxed expressions.

        

        I moved closer to the two of them.

        

        "Hey, what are you talking about? Let me join in."

        

        "Haha... it's nothing important. Just small talk."

        

        Serina and Cani's expressions stiffened when I approached.

        

        They had been chatting excitedly until I came over, but now they stopped their conversation, which made me feel a bit hurt.

        

        When I looked at them with a disappointed expression, Cani sat down beside me with an awkward smile.

        

        She subtly linked her arm with mine.

        

        Cani, well aware of the power of her chest, always tried to use her breasts as a weapon to soothe me whenever I seemed upset.

        

        "Haha, Serina and I were just having a secret girl talk. Don't feel too left out, Young Master."

        

        "..."

        

        "Please respect a maiden's secrets."

        

        I couldn't resist Cani's soft bosom.

        

        The corners of my mouth loosened, and I finally surrendered to instinct.

        

        "Well... I guess that's fair."

        

        "Hehe, thank you."

        

        Smooch.

        

        Cani kissed me on the cheek.

        

        I froze in place.

        

        A kiss on the cheek?

        

        Cani had done it a few times when I was little, but that was when I was a child. Now I'm a grown adult.

        

        Is this... appropriate?

        

        Across from us, Serina's cheeks were bright red, and Carden gulped.

        

        "Well, this much is fine! The Young Master and I have lived together for years."

        

        I thought it wasn't fine at all, but saying so would make the atmosphere awkward.

        

        I nodded with an uncomfortable smile.

        

        "R-right?"

        

        "Of course!"

        

        My mind became complicated.

        

        ***

        

        While rumors about the great famine in the demon realm had the nobility in a serious mood, such real-world concerns were left to the adults.

        

        The academy was bustling with energetic, chattering students as usual.

        

        [Carde Magic Tower Academy Direct Store]

        

      

      
        With cherry-flavored cola becoming a massive hit among young people, Carde Magic Tower had finally opened a store inside the academy despite the expensive rent.

        

        The result was a huge success.

        

        Normally, beverage sales increase with warmer weather, but even in the current cooling season, Carde Magic Tower's sales were trending upward.

        

        Consequently, the Edgar family's treasury was well-stocked with gold coins.

        

        "Please come this way."

        

        Carde Magic Tower and I were essentially one entity.

        

        The Carde Magic Tower store was effectively my store, and I was making good use of the shop established in the academy.

        

        When I attended classes, I let Cani rest at the store, and during breaks between classes, I relaxed in the room that Carde Magic Tower had prepared exclusively for me.

        

        Since there was a long line of people waiting to buy cola at the main entrance, I used the VIP-only passage with the guidance of a store employee.

        

        Today's companion was Carden.

        

        I had called her to discuss food supply matters with the Carde Magic Tower branch manager.

        

        "Site."

        

        After navigating through winding corridors, we arrived at a wall. When the mage used magic, a hidden door appeared.

        

        'They haven't had the store for long, but they've already built a secret base.'

        

        With so much money, nothing seemed impossible for them.

        

        Impressed by Carde Magic Tower's efficiency, I opened the door and entered a modest room where the branch manager was seated.

        

        "Welcome, Young Master."

        

        The branch manager bowed deeply at 90 degrees upon seeing me, and greeted Carden standing beside me with equal respect.

        

        "Welcome to you as well, Lady Carden."

        

        "Hello."

        

        I could feel Carden's shoulders trembling.

        

        Though she was the Demon King's daughter, it was understandably stressful for someone so young to participate in such meetings.

        

        Especially when the negotiation concerned the fate of the demon realm.

        

        Since I had already been receiving daily reports and conversations with the branch manager, today's meeting was primarily to explain the operation to Carden.

        

        Therefore, I stepped back slightly to observe.

        

        The branch manager pointed to a map on the wall and repeated the explanation he had given me previously, this time for Carden.

        

        Carden tried to take notes diligently as if studying magic, but was stopped by the branch manager. Instead, she listened to the operation briefing while nodding enthusiastically.

        

        "Currently, about 50% of the food supplies acquired from the Edgar territory have already been moved to Viscount Lanent's territory, and the rest are being transported as they are received."

        

        "Does the Imperial family suspect anything?"

        

        "For the operation's credibility, we've employed dozens of fake merchant groups to launder the food records. We've even deliberately sold some portions to Viscount Lanent. The Imperial family doesn't seem to be particularly suspicious."

        

        Carden, knowing that her every word was important, chose her words carefully as she participated in the conversation.

        

        Come to think of it, seeing her like this, Carden would make a good successor.

        

        "So, what should I do?"

        

        "As you've probably heard briefly from the Young Master, we need your help in arranging a natural meeting and negotiation with your brother, Dantalian."

        

        "I understand. I'll cooperate fully."

        

        "Thank you. That concludes our business for today. We'll see you at the banquet."

        

        "Yes."

        

        The conversation ended quickly since the big picture had already been explained.

        

        Carden rose from her seat, and I also prepared to leave.

        

        "Young Master, could you spare a bit more time?"

        

      

      
        The branch manager stopped me.

        

        I signaled to Carden with my eyes to go ahead, and sat back down.

        

        "What is it?"

        

        The branch manager, who had been silent, waited until Carden had completely left the room before speaking.

        

        "Even within the Magic Tower, this operation is considered crucial to our fate, and we're pouring enormous funds and manpower into it."

        

        "I appreciate that."

        

        The branch manager lowered his voice to a whisper, emphasizing the secretive nature of his words.

        

        "We've established an intelligence network that extends into the demon realm."

        

        "What?"

        

        An intelligence network inside the demon realm?

        

        That seemed physically impossible even for the wealthy Carde Magic Tower.

        

        After all, humans and demons look distinctly different.

        

        "Currently, there are many starving demons in the demon realm. Even the demons who manage the smuggling routes, who are quite high-ranking within the demon realm, have families who are going hungry."

        

        "You bribed them?"

        

        The branch manager nodded readily.

        

        "Thanks to that, we've gathered considerable information about the demon realm, from the current power structure to public sentiment."

        

        This was definitely interesting information.

        

        "As you know, Dantalian's power base as the next Demon King candidate is very unstable. Less than half of the demon realm's dukes support him, with most taking a wait-and-see approach."

        

        The branch manager used magic to display the current deployment of demon realm forces.

        

        "The already unstable succession situation has become even more chaotic with the great famine. It seems Dantalian has already made a major decision in his mind to overcome this chaos."

        

        The branch manager pointed to several demon realm units.

        

        "These units belong to dukes who don't get along well with Dantalian."

        

        "They're all concentrated at the border."

        

        "Yes, our Magic Tower's strategy department suspects that Dantalian secretly desires war. If he starts a war using food as justification, even his opposing forces couldn't refuse, and he could weaken them by placing them on the front lines."

        

        I felt my breath catch.

        

        If what the branch manager said was true, then all the food supplies we had prepared might not be enough to prevent war.

        

        "Of course, this is just speculation. There's a possibility that Dantalian will peacefully abandon the idea of war if he successfully obtains food. However..."

        

        "We need to prepare for the worst."

        

        "Yes, some of our more extreme strategists even suspect that Dantalian and the Imperial leadership may have already made a secret agreement. They could be using each other to eliminate troublesome factions on both sides."

        

        "So, what's your conclusion?"

        

        While this was certainly important information, the way the branch manager was building up to something suggested he had another agenda.

        

        Sure enough, the branch manager swallowed hard and revealed his true intention.

        

        "After intense debate among the Magic Tower leadership... we've considered the possibility of supporting Lady Carden as the next Demon King instead."

        

        "..."

        

        "What do you think about this, Young Master...?"

        

        Judging by the branch manager's expression, he wasn't joking.

        

        Good heavens, they weren't talking about interfering with the succession of some small territory, but with the succession of the next Demon King.

        

        It seems the recent success of the Magic Tower has made the Carde Magic Tower leadership overly confident.

        

        Every word I uttered now could potentially shake the continent.

        

        I didn't respond immediately, instead considering deeply.
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        "Do you have a separate plan?"

        

        At first glance, it seemed absurd, but the mages who valued rationality wouldn't have initiated such a thing without reason.

        

        As expected, the branch director pulled another piece of paper from his pocket.

        

        "The Strategy Department has prepared a scenario to install Lord Carden as the Demon King."

        

        A scenario spanning ten pages.

        

        If I were to reject the proposal here, these papers would likely be shredded.

        

        [Starting with food supplies, gradually expanding influence from the Hot Hell where animosity toward Dantalian is strongest > Securing neutrality promises from the Grand Duke of Cold Hell...]

        

        The scenario drafted by the tower was reasonably plausible.

        

        Using food as a weapon to persuade hostile grand dukes stationed at the borders against Dantalian, gradually putting pressure on the Demon King's castle.

        

        The Carden Magic Tower would provide external support by mobilizing financial resources and mages.

        

        Since it didn't seem entirely impossible, I tucked the paper the branch director handed me into my pocket.

        

        "I'll make my decision after meeting Dantalian in person. If I determine there's no hope after meeting him, I'll cooperate actively from that point."

        

        "Understood. Our tower will be prepared to implement the plan as soon as you make your decision."

        

        "Yes, I understand."

        

        Feeling fatigued, I pressed the corners of my eyes firmly as I left the building.

        

        Carden was waiting outside with an anxious expression.

        

        "What did you talk about?"

        

        For a moment, I considered telling Carden about this plan, but decided to keep quiet for now.

        

        I didn't want to further complicate things for Carden, who already seemed troubled enough, and I doubted he could maintain his composure when meeting Dantalian after hearing this information.

        

        "Just discussed how to supply cola when we start providing food."

        

        "Ah..."

        

        "Unfortunately, it seems we won't be able to supply cola once we start providing food."

        

        "Well, food is more important than cola."

        

        Carden nodded, seemingly accepting my explanation.

        

        I wondered how he would react if he learned that plans were being made to install him as the Demon King without his knowledge.

        

        I fell into thought as I watched Carden's back as he walked ahead confidently.

        

        ***

        

        Time passed quickly, and soon it was the day of the banquet celebrating Marine's ascension to Swordmaster.

        

        A Swordmaster—a walking asymmetrical power—had emerged, and from the Deriposer family, the Guardians of the North, no less.

        

        Any noble with even the slightest interest in central politics couldn't afford to miss it.

        

        Looking at the entrance crowded with nobles arriving one by one at the banquet hall, I was glad I had come early.

        

        If I had arrived even a little later, I would have been stuck in that long line with nothing to do.

        

        The nobles who made it through the long line to the banquet hall immediately sought out acquaintances to converse with, as if by prior arrangement.

        

        It was impressive how they could instantly locate familiar nobles in the crowded hall.

        

        Upon finding their acquaintances, they immediately began chattering.

        

        "Hoho, my lady, have you tried the Belgiem chocolate recently?"

        

        "It was truly delicious. I would pay a fortune to learn the secret recipe for that pistachio cream."

        

        "Have you tried the cherry-flavored cola released by the Carde Magic Tower?"

      

      
        

        "Keeping up with trends is a basic virtue for a lady. Of course I've tried it."

        

        The female nobles mostly discussed trivial topics like clothing and food.

        

        "Do you have any information about the great famine in the demon realm?"

        

        "It seems the curse struck faster than expected, leaving them unprepared."

        

        "Sigh... food prices have risen so much that our territory is struggling terribly. With high prices likely to continue for at least a year, I'm not sure how to cope..."

        

        "I hear the next Demon King is visiting."

        

        "If food exports are finalized, food prices will rise even further..."

        

        The male nobles discussed politics and economics.

        

        "I'm not sure if I should be here..."

        

        "The stares are making me uncomfortable..."

        

        Among the nobles were some out-of-place individuals—our tea party members.

        

        Serina had chosen a pretty dress for the celebration banquet, but it was pretty only by commoner standards; to the nobles, it looked hopelessly provincial and drew attention.

        

        Cani, openly wearing a maid uniform, was even more conspicuous.

        

        Carden, at least, attracted less attention in his school uniform.

        

        While one might take school uniforms for granted after wearing them daily, they're actually versatile attire for formal occasions.

        

        Whether it's a funeral or a wedding, if you don't have appropriate clothing, a school uniform will do.

        

        People tend to be more understanding of students.

        

        The nobles stared at them with curiosity, as if watching monkeys at a zoo.

        

        It was fortunate that I was sitting at the same table, shielding them from those stares; otherwise, typical villains straight out of romance fantasy novels would have approached to cause trouble.

        

        Just then, a gentleman cautiously approached our table.

        

        I quickly scanned him mentally before shaking his hand.

        

        He was the head of a relatively powerful viscount family from the provinces.

        

        A slight bow would suffice.

        

        "Haha, how do you do? I'm Milleni Castle."

        

        "Hendel Adger."

        

        "Your newly developed cherry-flavored cola is truly impressive."

        

        "Haha, thank you."

        

        "If it's not too presumptuous, could you possibly arrange for a small supply..."

        

        "I'll speak to the Carde Magic Tower about it."

        

        "Thank you!"

        

        Milleni Castle bowed repeatedly before departing.

        

        Others around us looked at him enviously.

        

        The most attention came from noble ladies of marriageable age.

        

        It seemed like at least one of them might approach, but for some reason, they only cast glances without coming over.

        

        I couldn't understand why.

        

        Objectively speaking, I was currently the top marriage prospect among men my age in the empire.

        

        My appearance wasn't bad, I had a storehouse filled with gold coins and food, and my personal abilities were well-renowned.

        

        Those ladies surely hadn't accompanied their fathers just to sincerely congratulate Marine on becoming a Swordmaster; they must have been looking for potential husbands.

        

      

      
        I couldn't understand why they wouldn't approach me, objectively the best husband candidate.

        

        Come to think of it, there was a time when marriage proposals flooded in, but they stopped abruptly at some point.

        

        I hadn't found it strange then, but thinking about it now, it was unnatural.

        

        'Tsk, has some frightening rumor about me spread?'

        

        While it was convenient since I had no particular intention of accepting their proposals anyway, it still left me with an uneasy feeling.

        

        Marine, the protagonist of this banquet, was waiting in the preparation area.

        

        Occasionally receiving male nobles who came to see her, she seemed lost in thought, causing the banquet hall to grow noisy.

        

        "A noble bloodline is entering!"

        

        Oh, this was an event where even I needed to be on high alert.

        

        I warned the women who were absentmindedly snacking, their energy drained.

        

        "It's probably the Third Princess. Be careful—you could get in serious trouble if you don't pay attention."

        

        Serina's half-glazed eyes sharpened, and she straightened her back.

        

        Tension crossed Cani's face as she stopped playing with the cookies on her plate.

        

        Carden's gaze grew sharp.

        

        The Third Princess, virtually confirmed as the next Empress.

        

        I focused my attention on the door, recalling the Carde Magic Tower's speculation that the imperial family might have already formed a secret alliance with Dantalian.

        

        Creak.

        

        The door opened, and a woman with platinum blonde hair—the symbol of the imperial family—strode into the banquet hall.

        

        "We behold the heavens."

        

        The nobles lined up in the front rows bowed their heads in perfect timing as she passed, hoping to make a good impression on the princess.

        

        The princess walking steadily was breathtakingly beautiful, as her reputation suggested.

        

        Particularly striking were her cold eyes, which gave the illusion that a chill emanated from them.

        

        She exchanged brief handshakes with nobles of count rank or higher and acknowledged greetings from viscounts and lower-ranking nobles with slight nods as she slowly made her way through.

        

        Though not in the front row, I bowed my head as the princess passed by.

        

        The perceptive Cani and Serina also bowed at precisely the right moment without being told.

        

        Carden, however, bent only about 50 degrees rather than the proper 90-degree bow—not from ignorance of etiquette, but seemingly from a determination that, as the Demon King's daughter, she couldn't completely bow to the princess.

        

        The princess's eyebrow twitched when our eyes met, and she approached me.

        

        Preparing to smuggle food—an act of treason—I averted my gaze and bowed my head, using the rule that one shouldn't look directly at the princess's face as a shield.

        

        Tap.

        

        The princess stopped precisely in front of me.

        

        With her this close, I could no longer avoid her gaze.

        

        Feigning composure, I met the princess's eyes according to protocol.

        

        Her gaze held interest as she looked at me.

        

        She extended her snow-white hand.

        

        "Are you the genius of the Adger Count family?"

        

        "I am embarrassed to be called as such."

        

        I carefully took her hand.

        

        Her hand was cold.
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        Magical energy spread around me.

        

        The Imperial Princess wanted to have a conversation with me that shouldn't be made public.

        

        Since our expressions were visible to others, the Imperial Princess maintained her smile while speaking in an icy voice.

        

        "Recently, I've heard rumors that you've been up to some interesting activities?"

        

        Damn it.

        

        I tried to maintain my composure, but I couldn't prevent my facial muscles from stiffening.

        

        I swallowed hard and carefully asked.

        

        "What exactly are you referring to...?"

        

        The Imperial Princess smirked.

        

        "Grain prices have doubled recently. As someone whose territory is the empire's largest granary, you must certainly be aware of this, correct?"

        

        The fact that she mentioned grain suggests the Imperial Family was fully aware of everything.

        

        Well, it would be stranger if the transportation of such large quantities of food went unnoticed.

        

        It seems I've been caught, but admitting it would be treason. I played dumb.

        

        "Yes, I understand that grain prices have risen considerably due to increased demand from the famine in the North."

        

        "Hendel. As someone knowledgeable about grain prices, tell me, does it make sense for food prices to double solely because of a famine in the North?"

        

        "..."

        

        In truth, the North had always been barren land unsuitable for farming, accounting for only a small portion of the continent's grain production.

        

        At most, about 20%.

        

        Since the rest of the regions had average harvests, it was indeed irrational for prices to double when the total harvest had decreased by only 20%.

        

        In normal circumstances, the difference would have been around 30-40%.

        

        "Our Food Department detected something unusual and began an investigation, only to discover something surprising. The Adger territory, the largest food supplier, has been purchasing grain futures. Isn't that interesting?"

        

        "..."

        

        "Our loyal subjects conducted an investigation and confirmed that large quantities of grain were being moved from Adger territory to the North."

        

        I heard that the Karde Magic Tower had taken tremendous security precautions, but it seems they couldn't escape the Imperial Family's eyes.

        

        "Of course, there was a handover to the Karde Magic Tower in between, but isn't the Karde Magic Tower essentially you? You seem to have formed a very close relationship with them."

        

        "We did establish a close relationship while jointly developing cola..."

        

        "Well, I enjoy drinking cola daily myself, so I'm grateful for that. But why is so much food being moved to the North?"

        

        "With the famine in the North, I thought selling there would yield significant profits."

        

        "According to our Intelligence Department, those food supplies are filling the Karde Magic Tower warehouses in Viscount Ranent's territory..."

        

        "..."

        

        "Coincidentally, Viscount Ranent's territory is close to the smuggling route secretly used by the demon realm."

        

        'She even knows about the demon realm smuggling route...'

        

        That means she must also know about the cola smuggling that's been going on.

        

        This situation has definitely become complicated.

        

        "Cola... truly an amazing beverage... I can tolerate cola flowing into the demon realm, since exporting cola brings wealth from the demon realm to us."

        

        The Imperial Princess, still smiling, grabbed both my shoulders.

      

      
        

        To anyone observing our conversation from afar, it might look like a gesture of intimacy.

        

        The eyes of the noble ladies around us widened.

        

        The Imperial Princess was extremely beautiful, so in normal circumstances, this would have been a heart-pounding moment, but with my life at stake, my heart was racing for entirely different reasons.

        

        "I don't know what plan you're devising, but food is off-limits. Cola? Snacks? That new ice cream you're developing? Anything is possible, but not food. Remember that."

        

        "...I'll... remember."

        

        "Hmm, I'm quite fond of cold desserts. I'm looking forward to the ice cream."

        

        "I'll present it to you as soon as it's developed..."

        

        The Imperial Princess walked away from me with a satisfied expression.

        

        My mind was in turmoil.

        

        Exporting cola to the demon realm was clear treason.

        

        Yet the Imperial Princess didn't blame me for it. Rather, she essentially gave tacit approval for exporting cola or snacks.

        

        The Imperial Princess seemed unaware that snacks could also serve as food.

        

        If that's the case...

        

        While I was lost in thought, Kani and the other women approached with worried faces.

        

        "W-what did you talk about?"

        

        "You look troubled..."

        

        Kani and Serina were concerned.

        

        Karden, who knew about the food smuggling plan, had a completely stiff expression.

        

        She must have intuitively guessed the conversation between the Imperial Princess and me.

        

        I first looked for the branch director.

        

        He had definitely said he would attend the banquet, but I was having trouble finding him.

        

        Dantalian had mentioned he would arrive later.

        

        As I was looking around, the branch director appeared from the direction of the restrooms, looking pale.

        

        I quietly approached him.

        

        As soon as the branch director saw me, he immediately surrounded us with magical energy.

        

        This aspect of magic is certainly convenient.

        

        The branch director seemed to have something to say, but I spoke first.

        

        "The Imperial Princess has noticed. She implicitly permits things like cola or snacks, but absolutely forbids food."

        

        "The Imperial Princess herself..."

        

        The branch director stroked his beard, pondered for a moment, then spoke.

        

        "I was also detained by someone claiming to be the Imperial Intelligence Director..."

        

        Imperial Intelligence...

        

        It was a notorious organization where they say if ten people go in, eleven disappear.

        

        "The Intelligence Director interrogated me about the purpose of the food, which was mentally excruciating. And now they've even noticed the cola smuggling..."

        

        The branch director's expression, which had been haggard until now, actually brightened.

        

        "Do you have a good idea?"

        

      

      
        Cola smuggling being discovered is equivalent to treason being exposed.

        

        Yet his expression brightened, suggesting the branch director was thinking positively.

        

        "The fact that they took no action despite knowing about the cola smuggling proves that the Imperial Family finds it difficult to touch you and our magic tower. The reason is probably..."

        

        "Marine... isn't it?"

        

        "Yes, most nobles know that Lady Marine greatly cherishes you. The Imperial Family probably fears the backlash from the Deriposer family if they were to attack you."

        

        "Still, smuggling food would be difficult..."

        

        "Yes, they might turn a blind eye to cola out of concern for armed conflict, but the Imperial Family cannot overlook food smuggling, even if they're prepared for a final battle with the Deriposer family..."

        

        I shared an idea that had occurred to me with the branch director.

        

        "If the smuggled items were 'snacks,' the Imperial Family couldn't easily interfere, right?"

        

        "Yes... if the Imperial Princess herself said so, they wouldn't dare interfere."

        

        The branch director didn't seem to catch my hint.

        

        Well, for nobles and the upper class, snacks are merely treats. They probably couldn't imagine using them as food.

        

        "Then, what if we turn food into snacks and supply them in large quantities?"

        

        "What? But raw materials like sugar are so expensive..."

        

        "We'll use minimal sugar and salt. Just enough to maintain the form of a snack."

        

        The branch director fell into contemplation.

        

        What I had in mind was hardtack.

        

        Earth's hardtack contained sugar, salt, and even came with star-shaped candies, making it tasty, but the hardtack I wanted to create in this world was purely for survival.

        

        It would be made with just rice flour and minimal amounts of sugar and salt.

        

        An ordinary person might die of malnutrition eating only hardtack, but the recipients were demons.

        

        If we just provided calories, most demons could survive even if some weaker ones perished.

        

        "I never considered the concept of eating snacks instead of meals..."

        

        If he had seen the poor imperial citizens making mud cookies to eat, he might have thought of it, but the Imperial Princess and branch director are fundamentally from the ultra-wealthy class.

        

        For them, snacks are firmly established as treats, making it difficult to think otherwise.

        

        "If an ordinary person tried such a trick, they'd be executed, but the Karde Magic Tower has grown powerful, and you have Lady Marine as a strong protector. Since the Imperial Princess said she would allow 'snacks,' there seems to be a possibility."

        

        The branch director and I looked at each other and nodded.

        

        The water was already spilled when we were caught trying to export food.

        

        We couldn't back down out of fear now.

        

        "In that case, we must more actively support Karden as the Demon King. We need a means to protect ourselves from the Imperial Princess in the future."

        

        "I'll... think about that a bit more."

        

        Creeeeak.

        

        Speak of the devil—the doors began to open.

        

        The nobles' gazes poured toward the entrance.

        

        Their eyes revealed various emotions: curiosity, hostility, fear.

        

        "Dantalian, heir to the Demon King who rules 72 territories of the demon realm."

        

        With that brief introduction, the doors swung wide open.
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        The number one candidate to become the next Demon King, ruler of the 72 territories of the demon realm.

        

        A man with a tired, gaunt appearance entered the hall, adjusting his monocle.

        

        "..."

        

        "..."

        

        The nobles were generally well-educated and knew that the stories about demons in fairy tales were exaggerated.

        

        Nevertheless, they couldn't help their instinctive fear.

        

        The nobles turned their heads away, not wanting to make eye contact with Dantalian.

        

        Dantalian glanced around quickly, then entered the hall with precise steps that didn't deviate by even an inch.

        

        He seemed completely unfazed by the nobles' wary atmosphere.

        

        Without hesitation, Dantalian walked straight toward the Imperial Princess seated on the platform.

        

        Hendel and the Branch Director watched the two intently, the tension rising.

        

        "It's an honor to meet you, Your Highness."

        

        "Pleased to meet you."

        

        Dantalian and the Imperial Princess exchanged brief greetings and parted without further conversation.

        

        Everyone had been holding their breath, watching this first meeting, which ended rather anticlimactically.

        

        The Imperial Princess, as if nothing had happened, chatted idly with the knight guard seated beside her.

        

        Dantalian, expressionless, found a spot in the corner of the banquet hall and drank wine alone.

        

        An invisible boundary formed around Dantalian, with nobles making every effort to stay as far away from him as possible.

        

        "Hmm, it will be difficult to discuss food supplies," the Branch Director frowned, looking at Dantalian sitting in solitude.

        

        "Approaching him now would be too conspicuous."

        

        Having anticipated this situation to some extent, Hendel remained calm and quietly approached Carden, who was tense.

        

        "You said you had a way to contact Dantalian secretly, right?"

        

        Carden quietly nodded.

        

        "Yes, those with the Demon King's bloodline can convey their thoughts to each other without speaking."

        

        Hendel considered the right timing for a moment, then whispered quietly.

        

        "There will be a gift-giving time during the celebration. The hall will be chaotic with nobles moving around. Use your ability then to guide him to the third stall in the men's restroom."

        

        "Okay, I understand."

        

        Having already received information about the banquet hall's layout from Marine, I had contacted the Carde Magic Tower to create a secret space there.

        

        The Branch Director personally designed the space, claiming that even the world's top intelligence agencies wouldn't notice it.

        

        BANG!

        

        After confirming that all attendees had arrived, the doors to the banquet hall closed firmly.

        

        As soon as the doors shut, a man who appeared to be the master of ceremonies took the stage.

        

        "Now, let us officially begin the banquet celebrating Lady Marine Deriposer's ascension to Swordmaster!"

        

        Clap, clap, clap.

        

        After brief applause, the MC raised his voice to elevate the atmosphere.

      

      
        

        "First, we'll have a word of gratitude from the head of the Deriposer family, Lord Callis Deriposer!"

        

        The first to step forward was Callis Deriposer.

        

        A Swordmaster himself, the Grand Duke of the North, and now father to another Swordmaster—he had become, apart from the Imperial Princess, undisputedly the most powerful person on the continent.

        

        Clap, clap, clap, clap!

        

        "How magnificent!"

        

        "We admire you!"

        

        Most nobles had come to curry favor with him, and they praised him excessively.

        

        It was an embarrassing sight to any objective observer, but Callis, seasoned in politics, seemed accustomed to their reactions and acknowledged them with a slight nod.

        

        "Next, we have Lady Marine Deriposer, who has recently attained the title of Swordmaster!"

        

        The protagonist of today's banquet, Marine, made her entrance.

        

        Given the formal nature of the event, Marine walked in demurely, her beautiful blonde hair half-tied, wearing a splendid dress.

        

        The nobles gave enthusiastic applause to the guest of honor.

        

        "Wow..."

        

        Hendel inadvertently let out a gasp of admiration at Marine's deliberately styled appearance, momentarily forgetting the importance of today's banquet.

        

        Marine wore a pure white dress with a slightly plunging neckline and exposed shoulders. The half-tied hairstyle that accentuated her innocence, combined with the dress, exuded a contradictory beauty of innocent sexiness.

        

        "Wooow..."

        

        Serina, Marine's fervent admirer, also let out a sigh of admiration, her eyes becoming dreamy.

        

        Only Cani and Carden maintained their composure.

        

        Cani, who had always felt she lacked innocence, examined herself in a mirror while trying a half-tied hairstyle.

        

        Carden couldn't take her eyes off Dantalian.

        

        While most nobles in the hall were admiring Marine's beauty, Dantalian silently drank his wine, not sparing her a glance.

        

        "The Empire's talents."

        

        The Imperial Princess, who had been sitting quietly, rose from her seat after the introduction of the two Swordmasters and offered a handshake to Marine, today's protagonist.

        

        Marine accepted the handshake, maintaining proper etiquette without appearing subservient.

        

        Her lips smiled, but her eyes did not.

        

        Marine was also aware that the Imperial Princess was secretly wary of the Deriposer family.

        

        "I am genuinely delighted that another Swordmaster has emerged in the Empire."

        

        The Imperial Princess wore a bright smile that seemed genuinely pleased, but Marine knew rumors about her through her family's intelligence.

        

        The Imperial Princess who maintained a poker face in any situation. All her expressions were said to be fake.

        

        "Before being a Swordmaster, I will live my life for the Empire as a citizen of the Empire."

        

        Typically, one would pledge loyalty to the Imperial Princess at this point, but Marine subtly showed her defiance by saying she would live for the Empire, not the Princess.

        

        "Haha, I express gratitude on behalf of the Empire's citizens, Lady Marine."

        

        Having lived in the political arena for a long time, the Imperial Princess would have accurately understood the intention behind Marine's words, but she brushed it off with a manufactured laugh.

        

        After finishing her conversation with Marine, the Imperial Princess then offered a handshake to Callis.

        

        The meeting of the two most powerful figures on the continent drew the attention of the nobles, who were sensitive to power dynamics.

        

      

      
        "It is an honor to meet the Sun of the Empire."

        

        "I'm pleased to meet the Guardian of the North."

        

        The two exchanged light greetings.

        

        Surprisingly, there was no power struggle.

        

        After the brief greetings, the MC took the stage once more.

        

        "We will now have time for attendees to engage in brief conversations with Lady Marine! Those who wish to speak with Lady Marine, please form a line."

        

        While it was described as a time for conversation, it was actually a time for attendees to present their prepared gifts.

        

        The nobles slowly moved their heavy bodies to form a line in front of the platform.

        

        From gifts of enormous size to lighter ones.

        

        Following the implicit rules of noble society, those of higher status lined up first.

        

        The first to step forward was Dantalian, who had been quiet until now.

        

        He stood at the front of the line with a small box.

        

        The head of the Dalia Duchy, who had intended to be first, flinched and yielded the position.

        

        "Congratulations on your ascension to Swordmaster. This is my personal gift."

        

        Dantalian handed over a small, elegantly wrapped box.

        

        The expressions of several people who knew that the Deriposer family would be the first to confront the demon realm in case of war became awkward.

        

        "...Thank you."

        

        Marine received the gift expressionlessly and bowed politely.

        

        "May Fortuna be with you."

        

        With this final greeting, Dantalian left, and Marine's expression hardened.

        

        Fortuna was officially the goddess who governed luck and fate, but some theologians claimed she governed not only good fortune but also misfortune.

        

        Nobles present at this gathering all possessed basic humanities education.

        

        No one failed to notice the hidden meaning in Dantalian's final greeting.

        

        Hendel, not expecting Dantalian to create such an openly hostile atmosphere, was momentarily flustered, but he quickly regained his composure and nudged Carden beside him, asking her to send a signal.

        

        Carden closed her eyes tightly, and after about five seconds, she nodded.

        

        "I didn't hear a response, but I conveyed the message."

        

        "Thank you, I'll be right back."

        

        "Do you want me to come with you?"

        

        "No, it's okay."

        

        Hendel reassured the worried Carden by patting her head, then hurriedly moved to follow Dantalian, who had already left the hall.

        

        Marine, upset by Dantalian's final words, continued to smile and respond to the nobles while her eyes searched for Hendel, her mood-lifter.

        

        She spotted Hendel urgently leaving the banquet hall without joining the congratulatory line.

        

        'Why isn't he coming to congratulate me?'

        

        Marine had been filled with numerous expectations and excitement—wondering what gift Hendel would bring, what words they would exchange, whether he would compliment the outfit she had carefully chosen... All those fantasies shattered in an instant.

        

        Marine's mood plummeted to rock bottom.
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        While the nobles' gazes were fixed on Marine, I quickly slipped out of the banquet hall.

        

        Fortunately, no one seemed to find it strange that I was leaving.

        

        As promised, I entered the bathroom and carefully opened the closed third stall.

        

        Creeak.

        

        The door opened smoothly, and my body was transported to a different space.

        

        "Hmm..."

        

        A low voice.

        

        Dantalian, wearing a monocle, was sitting at a table he had prepared in advance, drinking coffee and looking at me with an interested gaze.

        

        A gaze that seemed to be sizing me up.

        

        Without being intimidated, I sat down across from him with my shoulders straight.

        

        "If you had been just one minute late, I would have determined this was a trap and attempted to escape."

        

        As expected of a leading candidate for the next Demon King, he apparently had his own escape route.

        

        "Thank you for waiting."

        

        Dantalian savored his coffee leisurely before setting down his cup.

        

        "So, what kind of relationship do you have with my sister?"

        

        "We're friends."

        

        I couldn't honestly tell him about our master-servant relationship, so I lied that we were friends.

        

        "Hmm, interesting that my sister, who abandoned her duties as a descendant of the Demon King and ran away to the human realm, has become friends with someone as influential as you."

        

        Carden had said she was on decent terms with Dantalian, but his tone toward Carden was sharp.

        

        Feeling displeased by this, I spoke up in her defense.

        

        "Carden has been working tirelessly in all directions to help the demon realm after hearing about the famine. I don't think she deserves such disparagement."

        

        Officially, Dantalian was attending the banquet to secure food.

        

        He must have done at least minimal research before coming to the Empire.

        

        If so, he couldn't possibly be unaware that I was the heir to the Empire's largest granary region.

        

        Normally, being in the weaker position, he should have shown a more humble attitude or at least mutual respect, but his attitude was poor.

        

        As if he didn't care about not having food.

        

        I recalled the Magic Tower's speculation that Dantalian might use this opportunity to form a secret alliance with the Imperial family and reduce hostile forces.

        

        Judging by Dantalian's attitude, that speculation seemed to be true.

        

        I decided to confirm one last time.

        

        "Aren't you here to secure food?"

        

        "Of course, I'm here for the poor, starving citizens of the demon realm."

        

        "We can sell food to you through smuggling routes from our territory."

        

        Dantalian smirked, picked up a bottle of cola from the table, and shook it.

        

        "The Empire might turn a blind eye to cola, but would they do the same for food?"

        

        Dantalian already seemed to have half-given up on securing food.

        

        "There are ways. You just need to state your conditions, Lord Dantalian."

        

        Dantalian took a sip of cola, pondered for a moment, then brought up something completely unexpected.

        

        "By the way, I've heard rumors all the way in the demon realm that the little Sword Master is very fond of the heir to the Edgar County."

        

        "..."

        

        "I heard it was a one-sided crush from the little Sword Master, but now I see it's mutual."

        

        "Why are you suddenly bringing up Marine?"

        

        "Judging by the ring on your finger, you're already engaged. I should discipline our demon realm intelligence department for failing to gather such information."

        

        Dantalian continued with his own agenda, ignoring my question.

        

        "It's touching, really. Planning treason to keep your beloved fiancée from falling into the abyss of war."

        

        By this point, I was certain.

        

        This man, Dantalian, had no intention whatsoever of securing food.

        

        If he had even the slightest intention of getting food, he wouldn't have been so hostile toward me.

        

        It seems he's determined to wage war after all.

      

      
        

        Concluding that further conversation was meaningless, I stood up abruptly.

        

        Now that all my plans so far had definitely fallen apart, I needed to formulate the next plan immediately.

        

        "If you wish to leave this room, throw the coffee cup at the wall."

        

        "How crude."

        

        Ignoring Dantalian's words, I irritably threw the coffee cup at the wall.

        

        If he had abandoned the idea of war and accepted the food, tens of thousands of lives could have been saved.

        

        But he chose to eliminate his political opponents rather than save tens of thousands of lives.

        

        It was a stark contrast to Carden, who had been working hard to find ways to help the starving demons.

        

        Coffee splattered everywhere, and a door appeared in the wall.

        

        Dantalian seemed intent on staying in this space longer, still savoring his coffee.

        

        As I was about to open the door and leave.

        

        "May Fortuna be with you."

        

        Dantalian repeated the greeting he had given to Marine.

        

        I stepped outside without responding to his words.

        

        Once outside, I resolved to fully implement the plan to make Carden the Demon King.

        

        While part of me wanted to oust the war-mongering Dantalian and prevent war by installing Carden, our conversation had convinced me that Dantalian lacked the qualities needed to be Demon King.

        

        I am, after all, the person who controls the continent's largest granary region.

        

        Even if Dantalian didn't accept my offer, if he had any sense of responsibility as a ruler, he shouldn't have shown such hostility toward me.

        

        Especially now, during a severe famine.

        

        But Dantalian, for whatever reason he was displeased, chose to be hostile toward me.

        

        If the demon realm remains under such an emotionally driven leader, it would be a ticking time bomb that could explode again even if this war ends.

        

        Uncertainty is the most terrible thing for both financiers and merchants.

        

        To reduce uncertainty, it would be far more beneficial for Carden to ascend as Demon King.

        

        Returning to the banquet hall, I immediately sought out the branch director.

        

        The branch director was fidgeting nervously.

        

        "Young master, how did the negotiations go?"

        

        He jumped up as soon as he saw me.

        

        "Negotiations failed. Dantalian had no intention of accepting food from the beginning."

        

        "...It seems he's already made up his mind about war."

        

        I took a deep breath and made a significant declaration.

        

        "It seems we need to make Carden the Demon King after all."

        

        The branch director nodded solemnly and handed me a small box.

        

        "I need to return to the Magic Tower urgently. Please deliver this to Lady Marine on my behalf."

        

        "Ah..."

        

        Come to think of it, I was supposed to give Marine a gift, but with so many urgent matters, I had forgotten.

        

        Feeling apologetic toward Marine, I headed to where I had prepared my gift.

        

        "Young master, you're here!"

        

        "Let's go give the gifts now."

        

        Serina and Cani were apparently waiting to accompany me in delivering the gifts.

        

        Understandably, the two commoners would have been uncomfortable standing in line among the nobles without me.

        

        But one person was missing.

        

        "Where's Carden?"

        

        "She said she was going to the bathroom."

        

        "The bathroom...?"

        

        I had an ominous feeling, but since the gift-giving ceremony was almost over, I decided to quickly deliver the gift and then look for Carden.

        

        "Lord Hendel, please go ahead."

        

        "Thank you."

        

        Fortunately, the line was short, with only lower nobles remaining who offered to let me go first.

        

      

      
        Normally, I would have declined such favors, but given the urgency, I accepted this time.

        

        "May I be the first to give my gift?"

        

        "Sure!"

        

        "Of course!"

        

        After getting permission from Serina and Cani, I approached Marine first.

        

        Marine, who had been wearing a strangely empty expression, brightened upon seeing me.

        

        "...I thought you had abandoned me."

        

        She smiled cutely and nestled into my arms.

        

        I could feel the commotion around us.

        

        I was also taken aback.

        

        Marine usually refrained from public displays of affection, yet here she was showing such deep affection.

        

        Not wanting to push her away, I gently stroked her head and took out a gift from my pocket.

        

        "First, this is a gift from the Carde Magic Tower branch director. He had to leave early for urgent business."

        

        "Thanks."

        

        Her eyes sparkled at first, but when she heard it was from the branch director, her expression became blank.

        

        She tossed it onto the pile of accumulated gifts.

        

        I took out a small box from my pocket.

        

        "This is my gift."

        

        "Ooh..."

        

        Marine's eyes widened as she received the elegantly wrapped small box.

        

        Unlike the other gifts, she opened it immediately.

        

        "This...this is?"

        

        "It reminded me of the hairpin you used to wear when you were young, so I made it."

        

        The gift I had prepared was a cherry blossom hairpin created with my plant magic after consulting with the ghost of the Grand Magician.

        

        The flower language of cherry blossoms is purity.

        

        Though I would never tell Marine, it also carried the message that she should stop tormenting others and regain some purity.

        

        "Hehe..."

        

        Marine smiled with a goofy expression I hadn't seen since childhood.

        

        I felt torn between the urgency to find Carden and the desire to stay with the adorable, happy Marine a little longer.

        

        Marine fingered the cherry blossom hairpin with a pure smile.

        

        "You remembered my childhood..."

        

        "Of course, how could I forget the time we spent together?"

        

        Marine carefully held out the cherry blossom hairpin.

        

        "Put it on for me, Hendel."

        

        My reason screamed that I should quickly go find Carden, but I couldn't leave Marine with her flower-like radiant smile.

        

        With practiced movements, I gently caressed Marine's soft golden hair and arranged it.

        

        Marine seemed to enjoy my touch, her eyes gently closed.

        

        I softly pinned the hairpin in her hair.

        

        Made with my magic from real cherry blossoms, the hairpin released a subtle sweet fragrance.

        

        After placing the hairpin, I removed my hands from her hair.

        

        "Sorry, I have urgent business, so I need to go now."

        

        "..."

        

        Marine looked disappointed.

        

        She grabbed my sleeve as I was about to leave and handed me a brooch.

        

        A golden wolf brooch symbolizing the Deriposer family.

        

        Giving a brooch at a party signifies a desire to dance together during the final dance of the evening.

        

        "I don't know what's going on, but you'll definitely come back, right?"

        

        Momentarily speechless, I carefully placed the brooch Marine had given me inside my pocket and nodded.

        

        "I promise."
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        After saying goodbye to Marine, I hurried to move.

        

        Even though Dantalian lacked manners, I doubted he would resort to violence with two Sword Masters standing guard here, but you never know.

        

        "Are you crazy? Why didn't you accept the proposal!"

        

        Just then, I heard Carden shouting.

        

        After that, it seemed like someone had cast a magic barrier, as I couldn't hear anything more, but I had pinpointed their location.

        

        The voice came from the garden behind the banquet hall.

        

        I cast some simple concealment spells and approached the area.

        

        "Sunflower Rising."

        

        Fortunately, the garden was full of flowers, so I summoned a cluster of sunflowers with magic and then stealthily crawled through the flower bed.

        

        The moment I reached right in front of the two who were conversing, I entered the magic barrier and could hear their conversation.

        

        "How hypocritical. A traitor who only thought of yourself and fled to the human realm. How dare you?"

        

        "You're insane! I left for the human realm partly out of consideration for your succession, and this is how you repay me? With betrayal?"

        

        "Get your facts straight. You didn't leave—you ran away."

        

        "You crazy bastard!"

        

        Even just listening, it was a vicious exchange between siblings.

        

        Generally, siblings might bicker as they live together, but it's rare for them to fight with such genuine hostility.

        

        But these two looked like they might actually come to blows.

        

        "You're such a disgrace to the Demon Lord's bloodline. It's disgusting to see you drooling over some human man and following him around like a lovesick puppy. I can't just let it slide."

        

        "You need a good beating."

        

        Horns began to emerge from Carden's head.

        

        "Hmm, still as violent as ever. Sorry, but I'm not violent like you."

        

        Dantalian was clearly terrified but pretending to be fine.

        

        He quickly twisted his watch and disappeared.

        

        "Damn..."

        

        Still fuming, she was about to punch the garden when I quickly jumped out to stop her.

        

        "W-what?"

        

        Even with Carden's exceptional senses, she apparently hadn't detected me with my concealment magic.

        

        She was startled to see me suddenly emerge from the garden.

        

        I tightly embraced Carden, who was still unable to calm her anger.

        

        "Calm down. Getting worked up here won't accomplish anything."

        

        "..."

        

        As I gently patted her back, Carden finally quieted down.

        

        I had been wondering when to bring up the idea of supporting her as the next Demon Lord, and I instinctively knew this was the optimal moment.

        

        If Carden's head cooled and she became rational again, she would likely refuse, so I needed to bring it up while she was still emotional.

        

        "Dantalian refused food supplies, not batting an eye while hundreds of thousands of demons starved to death, just to weaken his political opponents."

        

        "..."

        

        "Do you think there's a future for the demon realm under Dantalian's rule?"

        

        Carden twisted her hair nervously.

        

        "But Dantalian is the legitimate successor..."

        

        I covered Carden's mouth, stopping her mid-sentence.

        

        "The Demon Lord hasn't officially confirmed Dantalian as the next Demon Lord yet."

        

        "That's true, but..."

        

        "Carden. You could become the Demon Lord too."

        

        Carden's eyes widened as she seemed to understand the meaning of my words.

      

      
        

        "Wait, what exactly are you suggesting?"

        

        "Your understanding is correct. I believe you should be the next Demon Lord. Even if only to prevent war."

        

        "..."

        

        Carden was speechless.

        

        She too knew that if Dantalian's regime continued, war would be inevitable.

        

        "What do you think?"

        

        Instead of answering, Carden buried her face in my chest.

        

        It seemed I would need to give her some time.

        

        "Huu huu..."

        

        A beautiful young woman was burying her face in my chest.

        

        For a well-built man like me, it was quite stimulating.

        

        It was a bit awkward, but I stayed still, knowing that forcibly removing her now would likely lead to unfavorable results.

        

        "Huu..."

        

        Carden seemed to be organizing her thoughts while nestled in my arms.

        

        I glanced at my watch.

        

        Somehow, an hour had already passed since we left the banquet hall.

        

        It took me about 15 minutes to find Carden, and Dantalian and Carden's conversation lasted about 5 minutes, which meant she had been in my arms for nearly 40 minutes.

        

        The time I had promised to meet Marine was approaching.

        

        I had been patient until now, but I couldn't wait any longer, so I gently stroked Carden's hair and asked:

        

        "Have you sorted out your thoughts?"

        

        When Carden lifted her face from my chest, there was a slight moisture in her eyes, but her expression showed firm resolve.

        

        "Yes, I've made up my mind."

        

        "And your answer?"

        

        "I want to be the Demon Lord. No, I need to be."

        

        I silently nodded.

        

        "I'll pour everything I have into making you the Demon Lord, both for your sake and mine."

        

        Originally, my main goal was to keep Marine from going to the battlefield, but after hearing Dantalian's provocation, I felt a surge of determination.

        

        I would never allow that bastard to smoothly become the Demon Lord.

        

        ***

        

        Although Dantalian seemed to have disappeared, we were concerned he might be watching from somewhere, so Carden and I didn't discuss anything further inside the banquet hall.

        

        Even without Dantalian, there might be demon realm intelligence agents around.

        

        Instead, to keep my promise, I approached Marine who was on the platform in the banquet hall, and when she spotted me, she greeted me with a bright smile.

        

        Carden was sitting at a table, eating cookies and chatting with Cani and Serina.

        

        It was nice to see her laughing while conversing, as if crying earlier had lightened her heart.

        

        "Tsk, what are you looking at?"

        

        Marine's jealous voice came from beside me as she crossed her arms.

        

        I chuckled and obliged her wishes.

        

        When I fixed my gaze on her as she wanted, Marine smiled broadly, pleased.

        

        "Right now, look only at me."

        

        Marine's face, illuminated by the dazzling lights, was beautiful.

        

        "Of course, you're today's star."

        

        I stroked Marine's beautiful golden hair and took her hand, leading her.

        

        Her ring sparkled beautifully under the lights.

        

        In dancing, the man should lead the woman.

        

      

      
        Although Marine's physical abilities were hundreds of times superior to mine, I led her by the hand according to etiquette, and Marine gracefully followed my lead.

        

        As the main characters were ready, the host stepped forward.

        

        "Let the ball begin!"

        

        *Music plays*

        

        For nobles, ballroom dancing is basic knowledge.

        

        Both Marine and I had naturally learned it at a young age.

        

        Together, in fact.

        

        Having practiced together since childhood, we danced smoothly, accommodating each other's timing and movements.

        

        "Hehe, dancing with Hendel reminds me of the old days."

        

        "Indeed. I wonder what our etiquette teacher is doing now."

        

        Marine's expression as she danced with me looked carefree.

        

        How could she smile so happily knowing she might soon be heading to the battlefield?

        

        I lowered my voice so others couldn't hear and asked her:

        

        "Marine, aren't you afraid of war and getting hurt?"

        

        "Of course it would hurt if my body gets wounded, but what I fear isn't pain."

        

        "Then what?"

        

        "What I fear most is Hendel being scared, afraid, or repulsed by my scars. If that happened, I honestly don't think I could go on living."

        

        "I would never do that."

        

        Marine smiled faintly and nodded.

        

        "I believe you wouldn't react that way. That's why I'm not avoiding war."

        

        "..."

        

        "Actually, the Imperial Family sent a proposal. They said if I promised to get engaged to the puppet brother of the Imperial Princess, they would try to prevent the war."

        

        I felt my breath catch at the thought of such a proposal from the Imperial Family.

        

        "How ridiculous. The Imperial Princess doesn't even have a man herself, yet she's telling others to get engaged?"

        

        Marine stopped dancing and fell into my arms.

        

        "I already have Hendel."

        

        "...So you refused?"

        

        "Yes! Of course. I proudly told them not to be absurd. Even if I end up covered in wounds or lose limbs in the war, I know Hendel won't abandon me."

        

        "..."

        

        I felt worried that Marine had chosen war over engagement, but selfishly, I was also happy.

        

        "So, if war breaks out... and I have to go to the battlefield... when I return..."

        

        Marine fidgeted with her engagement ring.

        

        "Will you formally get engaged to me?"

        

        Marine asked with sparkling eyes.

        

        Enchanted by those bright eyes, I nodded.

        

        "Yes, absolutely."

        

        "Hehe."

        

        Marine smiled brightly, as if this promise was all she needed.

        

        In my plan for Marine's rehabilitation, I had made a commitment not to date her until she could interact properly with others.

        

        At first glance, this promise might seem to violate that commitment.

        

        But I intended to make sure this promise would never need to be fulfilled, so it didn't matter.

        

        I was going to prevent the war altogether, so what did a post-war engagement promise matter?

        

        Looking at Marine's beaming smile, I firmly resolved once more.

        

        I would definitely protect Marine.
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        The ball marked the end of the banquet.

        

        The Imperial Princess was the first to leave the banquet hall, followed by a stream of nobles filing out behind her.

        

        Meanwhile, at our table, Marine had joined us, and an impromptu tea time had begun.

        

        "Lady Marine, please try this too."

        

        "Yes, thank you."

        

        "Um, we were planning to go on a trip together when vacation starts. Would you like to join us, Miss Marine?"

        

        "Hmm... I'll think about it."

        

        The difference from usual was that Marine was showing surprisingly friendly responses.

        

        Normally, she would have frowned and refused the invitation to travel together.

        

        I had expected things to be awkward between her and Carden after she coldly rejected his proposal at the restaurant, but the atmosphere was surprisingly pleasant.

        

        They say sharing secrets brings people closer, and it seemed like the walls had come down after Carden shared all his secrets.

        

        As we enjoyed refreshments in this warm atmosphere, Marine's father, the Duke of the North, finished greeting other nobles and approached our table.

        

        The Duke, who had maintained a solemn expression throughout the banquet, now wore a more relaxed look.

        

        He gazed fondly at Marine as she conversed with Cani.

        

        "We'll take care of cleaning up the banquet hall, so go enjoy time with your friends."

        

        "Friends..."

        

        Marine, who would normally have denied having any, surprisingly didn't object this time.

        

        Cani, who had been sitting close beside Marine feeding her macarons, froze in surprise at her reaction.

        

        When the macaron didn't enter her mouth, Marine frowned.

        

        Cani quickly regained her composure and popped a bite-sized macaron into Marine's mouth.

        

        After chewing and enjoying the macaron, Marine nodded and stood up.

        

        "Let's go."

        

        Seeing Marine display such initiative was such a rare sight that I got up to follow her, feeling intrigued.

        

        There was only one reason I could think of for Marine's dramatic change in attitude.

        

        'Is she that happy about the engagement promise?'

        

        This was exactly the version of Marine I had been hoping for, so I wasn't complaining.

        

        I just hoped she would stay this way.

        

        ***

        

        After debating where to go for our after-party, we ended up gathering at my house as usual.

        

        Since the banquet had ended late at night, there were too few establishments still open, so we had no alternative.

        

        Though the visit was sudden, the servants welcomed the girls without any fuss, as this had happened often enough before.

        

        "Haha, I prepared some refreshments just in case, and it seems that was the right call."

        

        Despite the late hour, the chef had thankfully prepared some light snacks in advance.

        

        Warm brownies were placed in front of each of us.

        

        Serina, who had become friendly with the chef, took a bite of her brownie and gave a thumbs up.

        

        As the sweet brownies softened the mood, Cani cleared her throat and stepped forward.

        

        "Now, I'll begin the meeting to decide our winter vacation destination!"

        

        "Ohhh..."

        

        Only Serina responded enthusiastically, while the other girls showed little reaction, but Cani, seemingly accustomed to this, continued undeterred.

        

      

      
        "Does anyone have good candidates?"

        

        "How about the southern beaches? Since it's winter, we could escape to somewhere warm."

        

        Serina was the first to suggest a destination.

        

        She proposed the classic warm resort destination for winter.

        

        The beach wouldn't be a bad choice to see everyone in swimsuits, but given the circumstances, traveling all the way to the south, opposite from the northern region, seemed a bit burdensome.

        

        Carden, apparently aware that going south wasn't ideal, immediately suggested an alternative.

        

        "What about the Lanent Viscounty in the north? I heard they hold a snow festival in winter."

        

        "Oh, a snow festival doesn't sound bad either!"

        

        Kind-hearted Serina responded positively to Carden's suggestion as well.

        

        Marine, who had been quietly observing the lively discussion about vacation spots, spoke indifferently.

        

        "How about my estate?"

        

        "..."

        

        "..."

        

        The atmosphere instantly grew cold.

        

        The Deriposer family estate was famously known as one of the most treacherous territories, which people avoided visiting.

        

        A certain professor from the Deriposer family had presented three reasons why one shouldn't casually visit their territory.

        

        The first reason was that it shared a border with demon territory.

        

        The second reason was the harsh environment with snowstorms raging 365 days a year.

        

        And the third reason was that giant wolves and bears would occasionally come down to the village and have drinking parties with the villagers.

        

        Imperial citizens half-dismissed the professor's third reason as an exaggeration, but I knew the rumor was true.

        

        When I asked Marine what she did before entering the academy after we parted ways, she said she used to fight with bears that came down to the village when she was bored.

        

        "That's... not bad..."

        

        Even the kind-hearted Serina couldn't easily agree to this option.

        

        Since Marine was implicitly the leader of this group, it was difficult to reject her suggestion.

        

        Cani was sweating profusely, seemingly searching for a solution to avoid the situation.

        

        As she furrowed her brows in thought, her gaze suddenly turned toward me.

        

        What is it? Is she asking me to stop Marine?

        

        Even I find it difficult to casually dissuade Marine.

        

        "Then, I'd like to suggest another candidate! How about the Edger Barony where Miss Marine, myself, and young master grew up?"

        

        Oh, Cani had thought well.

        

        Marine, who loved our estate enough to visit regularly every six months before entering the academy, would likely cancel her suggestion of the Deriposer estate and accept this one.

        

        "That's a good idea."

        

        Marine, who had been indifferent to all other suggestions, seemed to strongly approve as expected.

        

        Well, it had been a while since Marine last visited our estate.

        

        "Oh, by the way, can you leave the dormitory during vacation?"

        

        Marine had already moved out of the dormitory, so it wasn't an issue for her. But I wasn't sure if Serina and Carden, who were also dormitory residents, could leave.

        

        Marine hadn't been able to leave the dormitory before.

        

        "I'm an outstanding student in the Knight Department, so I have a vacation pass!"

        

        "Me too, as an outstanding student in the Magic Department."

        

        "Was... was there such a thing?"

        

      

      
        Unlike Serina and Carden who were outstanding students, Marine, who didn't attend classes, seemed surprised, unaware of such a system.

        

        If she had had friends, she might have heard about this system, but without friends, Marine had no opportunity to learn about it.

        

        Actually, like Marine, I didn't know about it either since I had few friends.

        

        Though it didn't matter to me since I wasn't a dormitory resident anyway.

        

        "Anyway, that issue is resolved. Shall we decide by majority vote?"

        

        At first, I was taken aback by the suggestion to go to our estate, but thinking about it, it didn't seem like a bad choice.

        

        I was starting to miss my parents, and while back at the estate, I could also check on the harvest.

        

        And I could also have a conversation with the Carde Tower Master while I was at it.

        

        The girls considered carefully.

        

        "Let's start with Serina!"

        

        Cani skillfully asked for Serina's opinion first, knowing that if they asked Marine first, the others might feel pressured to follow her lead.

        

        She was quite perceptive despite appearances.

        

        Serina hesitantly looked at me.

        

        "Is it okay if we go to your home?"

        

        "Sure, I welcome it. It's a good chance for me to visit home too."

        

        "Then I'd like to go to Hendel's home."

        

        Home, huh.

        

        Typical of Serina to choose such a modest word.

        

        Most nobles would say they want to visit a mansion.

        

        "Okay, one vote for Edger Barony. Carden?"

        

        Carden glanced at me, pondered for a moment, then nodded.

        

        After careful consideration, Carden also seemed to conclude that visiting our estate wasn't a bad plan.

        

        "Finally, Miss Marine!"

        

        Marine answered without a moment's hesitation.

        

        "Obviously, Hendel's estate."

        

        "Great, then it's unanimous! Our winter vacation destination will be the Edger estate!"

        

        "What about my opinion?"

        

        I felt a bit left out since she had asked everyone else but me.

        

        "Young master and I are one! My opinion is your opinion!"

        

        Marine's eyebrows twitched slightly at that statement, but fortunately, she didn't say anything.

        

        Her mood today seems exceptionally good.

        

        "So, when shall we go?"

        

        Carden spoke up immediately, exuding an air that allowed no objection.

        

        "As soon as the vacation starts."

        

        He seemed eager to leave as soon as possible, not knowing when war might break out.

        

        Marine, in a similar situation, nodded in agreement without complaint.

        

        "That works for me!"

        

        Serina, who now had more free time since she no longer had to work part-time, was also strongly in favor.

        

        "I'm all for it too, so it's decided that we'll leave for the Edger estate as soon as vacation begins! Everyone, pack your bags!"

        

        And thus, our winter vacation plans were set.
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        Time flew by in the blink of an eye, and before I knew it, the end of the semester was approaching.

        

        During this time, I skipped about half of my classes and visited the Karde Magic Tower's branch office daily to discuss plans.

        

        Karden also worked independently, striving to rebuild the broken communication networks with the demon realm.

        

        Rumors about the great famine in the demon realm had now spread among people to some extent, dampening the mood at the academy.

        

        In this atmosphere, after finishing the last class, the girls gathered one by one at the carriage.

        

        Unlike me, who had perfectly completed the final exam, Karden had made mistakes and was in a bad mood as we naturally headed toward the carriage.

        

        Having begun to seriously aim for the Demon King position, Karden had matured considerably. He quickly forgot his exam-induced depression and shared information about the situation in the demon realm.

        

        "The Karde Magic Tower has officially started infiltrating the demon realm with magicians. It seems the Imperial Intelligence agents have also begun establishing information networks there in earnest."

        

        "I know someone in the demon realm's intelligence department, and he says there's been an increase in agents who've gone missing recently. It looks like the demon realm is also actively infiltrating the human world."

        

        The foundation of war is information warfare.

        

        With the secret agreement between the Imperial Family and Dantalian, the possibility of the war spreading widely was small, but demons and humans had lived distrusting each other for thousands of years.

        

        No matter what contracts were signed, it seemed the Imperial Family and Dantalian were both plotting against each other in preparation for the war expanding beyond its intended scope.

        

        "Young Master, you're here?"

        

        Kani greeted us both warmly.

        

        "Hello, Hendel!"

        

        "..."

        

        Serina and Marine were already inside the carriage.

        

        I heard that Marine, who had softened considerably lately, had been spending time with Serina, who was in the same Knight Department.

        

        It was nice to see that the two seemed to have become friends.

        

        As we boarded the carriage, it began to move with the coachman's whip.

        

        "It will take quite some time to get there and back."

        

        Although I had requested maximum speed, there were limitations to what a carriage could do.

        

        Long-distance travel required tremendous physical endurance.

        

        Especially when the mode of transportation was a carriage.

        

        As the carriage began moving in earnest, Serina, who had brought a large basket, opened it.

        

        "I thought this might happen, so I baked cookies and bread every day before the trip!"

        

        The amount was visibly enormous.

        

        "Oh..."

        

        Marine, who had become completely enamored with Serina's food at some point, had sparkling eyes.

        

        Serina looked adorably at Marine and listed all the foods contained in the basket.

        

        "Chocolate chip cookies, sugar cookies, butter cookies, almond cookies, lemon madeleines, macarons, meringue cookies, baguettes, ciabatta, brioche, croissants, castella, lemon pound cake, cinnamon rolls, and scones! I came prepared!"

        

        It seemed like we could fill our stomachs with snacks and bread instead of meals during the journey.

        

        "I was worried because wheat and rice prices have skyrocketed, but fortunately, the kitchen kept stocking ingredients steadily. Hehe."

        

        In reality, preserving such a large quantity of bread and cookies was the biggest problem.

        

        As winter approached, it was a season when food spoiled less, but in this world without preservatives, bread didn't last long even in cold weather.

        

        However, our party included two magicians from the Magic Department.

        

        We could easily preserve the food from spoiling for the duration of our journey.

        

        Despite the concerning state of world affairs, they were all young ladies in their prime.

        

        As sweet treats were passed around and Kani broke the ice with stories about the Adger territory, the conversation quickly became lively.

        

        Even Marine, though not particularly active, participated in the conversation by at least answering questions.

        

        And Karden, who had been gazing at the scenery outside with melancholic eyes, eventually joined the conversation.

        

      

      
        "So when I told him the information from the Karde Magic Tower, the Young Master smiled from ear to ear!"

        

        "Ohhh..."

        

        Their main topic of conversation was none other than me.

        

        From the story of saving the Young Master's life, which had been rehashed dozens of times, to Marine's dinosaur dungeon story.

        

        With not one but two women who had shared my childhood, I felt like my life was being thoroughly dissected.

        

        "How about you all share your stories for a change? Like things that happened during your academy life."

        

        Fearing they might talk about me until the end of the trip, I tried to change the subject.

        

        "The academy..."

        

        "..."

        

        The women fell silent as soon as I changed the topic.

        

        Only then did I remember that not everyone was having a happy academy life.

        

        Good-natured Serina was still living amidst the jealousy of nobles, though Marine was protecting her.

        

        Marine, needless to say, was living strongly on her own. At least her recent companionship with Serina was a positive development.

        

        Karden had gotten along well with people while pretending to be Reni, but recently had stopped the act altogether and only hung out with me.

        

        And I didn't know anyone in the Magic Department except Karden.

        

        "..."

        

        "..."

        

        The atmosphere grew awkward, perhaps because I had inadvertently touched on everyone's sore spot.

        

        I finally decided to give up on changing the topic.

        

        "Just... tell me about my past..."

        

        And so I spent the rest of the journey having my past thoroughly excavated as the sole topic of conversation.

        

        ***

        

        "Wow..."

        

        Serina, who had been looking at the scenery outside, let out an exclamation.

        

        "Hmm, it's the Mares Great Plains."

        

        Though barren now that the harvest was over and winter was approaching, this vast field would be filled with golden crops during harvest season.

        

        This was the core area that made the Adger territory the Empire's largest granary.

        

        When the crops needed water, the hired magicians of the Adger territory would all shoot water at once, which was quite a spectacle.

        

        We even made it into a tourist attraction, which proved popular.

        

        "We should arrive in about 1-2 hours."

        

        "Finally!"

        

        "Thank goodness."

        

        A carriage journey with friends was certainly romantic and exciting, but after a week, everyone had grown less talkative.

        

        This was with a carriage I had modified by pouring money into it; with a regular carriage, it would have taken even longer due to rest stops.

        

        Screech!

        

        The carriage stopped in front of my home, and the gatekeepers, recognizing my carriage, hurriedly opened the gates.

        

        Even though it was the home I had lived in every day, it felt slightly unfamiliar after just a few months away.

        

        "Home sweet home..."

        

        "It's been a while, Miss Marine."

        

        "Yes, it has."

        

        The women showed various reactions.

        

        Kani, who had served as the head maid of this mansion, took the lead and opened the front door.

        

      

      
        "Welcome home."

        

        As the door opened, my mother and father, still boasting their beautiful appearances, greeted us warmly.

        

        I exchanged light hugs with my family.

        

        "Come here too, Kani."

        

        "Y-yes!"

        

        After many years together, we had built a deep bond, so Kani was included in a light hug as well.

        

        "Lady Marine, welcome."

        

        "My, how you've grown."

        

        "Hello."

        

        After exchanging brief greetings with Marine, my parents gestured for me to introduce the rest of the women.

        

        "These two are also academy friends, Serina and Reni. The one with pink hair is Serina, and the one with brown hair is Reni."

        

        "Nice to meet you."

        

        "Yes!"

        

        "Hello."

        

        Serina bowed her head stiffly, while Karden greeted them respectfully.

        

        My mother chuckled and whispered in my ear.

        

        "Our son is quite capable, isn't he? How many women do you have?"

        

        "..."

        

        I wanted to answer that they were just friends, but I couldn't deny there was a strange atmosphere, so I responded with silence.

        

        "Hehe, your inability to answer means I hit the mark?"

        

        "Well..."

        

        After light conversation with my mother, my father approached.

        

        "You asked me to buy grain futures again, which I did, but rumors about a great famine spread immediately afterward. Did you know about this?"

        

        "Yes."

        

        Hearing my answer, my father stroked his beard and surrounded us with mana.

        

        "Transferring food to the Karde Magic Tower—that was intentional too, wasn't it?"

        

        Though he had passed the authority of family head to me early, my father had a good decade of experience managing the territory.

        

        He would know that the quantity of food was suspiciously large to be merely aiming for price differences.

        

        Since I couldn't honestly say it was food to make Karden the Demon King, I gave the excuse I had prepared.

        

        "I think war will break out soon. It's common sense that war requires enormous amounts of food. I'm planning for that moment."

        

        My father silently looked into my eyes.

        

        A gaze that suspected there was another intention.

        

        But since I couldn't be honest, I didn't tell the truth.

        

        "Originally, I considered canceling it using my authority because the movements were too suspicious. The Imperial Family has also been quietly pressuring us."

        

        Although I had been given many powers, my father was still the family head.

        

        If he canceled everything, our plan would collapse from the beginning.

        

        I swallowed nervously.

        

        "Still, I decided to trust you. I don't know what you're thinking inside, but you've created the greatest prosperity in the history of the Adger territory."

        

        My father gently gripped my shoulder.

        

        "I'll trust you and have complete faith in you despite any pressure. Do as you wish, son."

        

        My father's straightforward gaze, trusting his son.

        

        Feeling slightly choked up, I bowed my head gratefully.
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        Home Dining Room.

        

        Just like on weekday evenings, we were huddled together making plans.

        

        Marine seemed indifferent about where we went, and I remained silent.

        

        Carden, chomping on meat, was the first to offer a suggestion.

        

        "How about the Carde Magic Tower? I heard it's impressive with gold and diamond decorations everywhere."

        

        "Ma...Magic Tower?"

        

        Even Serina was taken aback by this unexpected suggestion.

        

        I whispered in Carden's ear.

        

        "We're going to the Magic Tower in two days anyway, so just be patient."

        

        "...Alright."

        

        "Good, that's a good girl."

        

        I stabbed a piece of meat with my fork and put it in her mouth. I could feel Serina, sitting beside me, staring intently.

        

        "Want me to feed you too, Serina?"

        

        "N-no... that's not what I..."

        

        "Feed me."

        

        Marine, who had been quietly watching, quickly held out her plate.

        

        Marine's plate was clean.

        

        "There's nothing to feed you with?"

        

        "Feed me anyway."

        

        She insisted on being fed, ignoring my bewildered reaction.

        

        "O-okay."

        

        As an alternative, I cut some bread from my plate into bite-sized pieces and fed it to her.

        

        "Hmm..."

        

        Marine hummed contentedly.

        

        "Th-then me too!"

        

        I chuckled and fed Serina a bite as well.

        

        She seemed less reluctant now that Marine had asked too.

        

        While we were doing strange things instead of making plans, Cani looked like she was dying of frustration.

        

        Being a considerate master who cares about my maid's mental health, I offered a suggestion.

        

        "How about a cave?"

        

        "A cave? But it's winter?"

        

        Cani, who only thought of caves as summer retreats, raised an objection.

        

        "Caves are actually warmer in winter. There's a reason bears hibernate in them."

        

        "Ah..."

        

        Cani immediately understood when I used bears as an example.

        

        "I'll actively follow Hendel's suggestion, but is that okay?"

        

        I could sense Marine was slightly hesitant.

        

        From her perspective, it probably wasn't a place with good memories.

        

        "Come on, you're a Sword Master now, and my magic skills are pretty good too. Even if dinosaurs appear again, it would just be fun, right?"

        

        "Dinosaurs?"

        

        Carden, who had seemed uninterested until now, suddenly perked up.

        

        "Yeah, dinosaurs. We almost died back then."

        

        "Dinosaurs... I'll need to check this out."

        

        Something seemed to catch Carden's attention.

        

        Does she like dinosaurs?

        

        "When are we going?"

        

        "I don't mind whenever."

        

        "Let's go tomorrow!"

        

        When Carden, who had been oddly sulky, suddenly changed her attitude, I could feel the other women's confusion.

        

        It didn't seem like she was just excited because she liked dinosaurs.

        

        I should probably pull her aside later and ask about it.

        

        ***

        

        Since it was our first day, we didn't have any specific plans to help recover from travel fatigue. As we chatted, darkness had fallen outside before we knew it.

        

        After changing into pajamas, we first gathered in my room.

        

        It would have been awkward for a grown man to invite women to his room, but with four of them, it somehow wasn't an issue.

        

        The room was clean and smelled nice, suggesting it had been well-maintained during my absence.

      

      
        

        "Serina, let's go!"

        

        "Huh...what?"

        

        Cani, who used to always hide in my room, seemed to recall past memories as she grabbed Serina's hand and jumped onto the bed.

        

        "..."

        

        Marine, who had been silently watching them, belatedly rushed to the bed as well.

        

        I nudged Carden's shoulder as she stood there awkwardly by herself.

        

        "Aren't you going to join them?"

        

        Strictly speaking, jumping onto someone else's bed was abnormal, but in a place where everyone was abnormal, being normal was the abnormality.

        

        Carden had suddenly become the abnormal one.

        

        "Is it okay if I do?"

        

        In the past, she would have refused with a serious face, but Carden seemed to have softened quite a bit.

        

        To the point where she could get along well without wearing the mask of Reni anymore.

        

        Instead of answering, I pushed her back gently.

        

        If she had been even slightly tense around me, she wouldn't have budged, being the physical powerhouse she was. But happily, she trusted me enough that she flew toward the bed with no resistance.

        

        "Haha..."

        

        "Pfft..."

        

        The bed was large enough to easily accommodate four women.

        

        The women laughed cheerfully over something so trivial.

        

        I found it quite remarkable.

        

        That these women, each with extraordinary personalities and abilities, had become such good friends.

        

        I sat on the edge of the bed with a contented smile.

        

        "Having fun?"

        

        "It reminds me of the old days! I used to sleep with Young Master every night."

        

        The other three women flinched.

        

        "Haha, don't worry! We didn't do anything naughty~"

        

        Marine shot her a cold glare, but Cani handled it smoothly, seemingly used to it now.

        

        Cani, who used to whine constantly out of fear of Marine, seemed to have recently developed a taste for teasing her.

        

        "Hendel, lie down with us! There's space next to me!"

        

        Kind-hearted Serina, probably feeling bad that I was sitting alone, patted the spot beside her.

        

        "Uh...?"

        

        The women's gazes shifted to Serina.

        

        Inviting someone of the opposite sex to lie next to her?

        

        Cani, who loved teasing, wouldn't miss this opportunity.

        

        Marine immediately hugged Serina and smiled mischievously.

        

        "What's this? You want Hendel to lie next to you?"

        

        "Huh...? No... that's not what I meant!"

        

        Serina hurriedly tried to explain, finally realizing the meaning behind the other women's stares.

        

        Cani pinched Serina's soft cheeks as she held her.

        

        "What were you planning to do if Young Master lay down next to you... hehe..."

        

        Seeing Serina's adorable pouting face, I decided to join in on the teasing.

        

        I quickly lay down next to Serina.

        

        "Uh... uh...?"

        

        Serina froze.

        

        To drive the point home, I closed my eyes.

        

        "Well then, good night~"

        

        I even used magic to turn off the lights.

        

        "Hehe, Serina's plan worked?"

        

        "No... it wasn't a plan..."

        

        "Well, you could just get out of the bed, you know?"

        

        "Y-yes, that's true, but..."

        

        Kind-hearted Serina seemed worried that I might feel hurt if she moved away, even though she could have simply gotten up from beside me.

        

        Really, living so kindly like that will eventually become exhausting for her.

        

        "Snore..."

        

        "Zzz..."

        

        Despite being uncomfortably crowded on the bed, we quickly fell asleep, probably due to accumulated travel fatigue.

        

        ***

        

      

      
        "Wake up! Wake up!"

        

        "Ugh..."

        

        I slowly opened my eyes to someone shaking me.

        

        Cani was smiling brightly, waving her hand.

        

        Marine and Carden standing beside her were already dressed in pretty clothes, apparently ready.

        

        They must have borrowed clothes from the family.

        

        As I tried to get up, I noticed a heavy sensation on my right arm and turned my head.

        

        Serina was sound asleep, using my right arm as a pillow.

        

        "..."

        

        Marine's eyebrow twitched, but Cani skillfully massaged her shoulders, seemingly trying to improve her mood.

        

        "Young Master is always a heavy sleeper, so that's normal, but it's surprising to see Serina oversleeping."

        

        "Indeed."

        

        I agreed with Cani as I looked at the peacefully sleeping Serina.

        

        As far as I knew, Serina woke up at 6 AM every morning and headed to the kitchen to prepare dough for the day's pastries or bread.

        

        For such a Serina to oversleep, she must have been very tired from traveling or went to bed late last night.

        

        Cani awkwardly scratched her head.

        

        "Actually, I'd like to let her sleep more, but we need to leave today if we want to go to the cave."

        

        "That's right, we'll have to wake her up, sorry."

        

        "Then, Young Master should give Sleeping Beauty a wake-up kiss! Mmph..."

        

        Marine covered Cani's mouth and quickly approached.

        

        "I'll wake her up."

        

        "Yeah, you do it, Marine."

        

        Marine had become quite close with Serina after attending the Knight Department together.

        

        She probably wouldn't use any extreme methods to wake her.

        

        Marine took a deep breath and then:

        

        "BAM BAM BABABA BAM!"

        

        She made a sound like a military reveille.

        

        "Ugh..."

        

        While I was startled, Serina, who had been lying next to me, jumped up in surprise.

        

        Marine wore a strangely proud expression.

        

        "A bugle call is the best way to wake up a Knight Department student."

        

        Serina, who had been rolling her eyes trying to grasp the situation, seemed to realize she had been using my arm as a pillow and jumped up in shock.

        

        "S-sorry!"

        

        "It's fine."

        

        Since I started living with Marine, and perhaps influenced by Cani, I was somewhat used to waking up with the three of them occasionally.

        

        I patted Serina's back as she kept bowing her head in apology.

        

        "We need to go to the cave."

        

        "Oh! Sorry! Just give me a moment!"

        

        Serina dashed into the bathroom.

        

        Swoosh.

        

        After a brief sound of water:

        

        "Now, let's go!"

        

        Serina appeared, transformed into a fresh-looking state.

        

        It felt like less than a minute had passed, yet Serina's skin was glowing.

        

        Cani gaped in amazement.

        

        "Did you wash up in that time?"

        

        Serina tilted her head, seemingly confused about what part was impressive.

        

        "Isn't this basic?"

        

        "Did you even shower?"

        

        "Yes!"

        

        It's generally accepted that women take longer to shower than men. Although Serina's short hair might give her an advantage over typical women in shower time, completing a shower in less than a minute was remarkable.

        

        Marine, not at all surprised by Serina's shower speed, calmly said:

        

        "Combat showering is standard practice."

        

        "..."

        

        The Knight Department...

        

        It truly was a terrifying place.
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        The inside of the cave was warmer than I had imagined.

        

        Warm enough that we had to carry our outer garments over our arms.

        

        "Wow..."

        

        Serina, who was entering a cave for the first time in her life, marveled at the spacious interior.

        

        While caves are generally perceived as dark, this one was bright inside, befitting its status as a tourist attraction.

        

        Especially after the accident that Marinne and I had experienced, the cave had undergone major renovations, with railings installed and paths refined, making it convenient for tourism.

        

        As I walked along, watching Serina's adorable fascination, I spotted a familiar place.

        

        It was cordoned off with barriers to control access, and after various investigations, it looked slightly different from my memory.

        

        Without a moment's hesitation, Karden climbed over the barrier to examine the surroundings, returning with a puzzled expression.

        

        "I want to take a closer look inside."

        

        "Sure."

        

        Previously, we had fallen onto an empty floor and suffered injuries, but with the extensive investigations, a safe passage into the interior had been established.

        

        Recalling that memory, I felt along the wall, searching for uneven sections.

        

        Kani and Serina stood at a distance, watching my actions with curiosity, while Marinne drew up her mana, preparing for any potential danger.

        

        Boom!

        

        As I successfully found and pressed the button, the ground slowly split open with a loud noise, revealing stairs leading underground.

        

        "Wow, this technology is no joke!"

        

        "It doesn't seem like Imperial technology..."

        

        Serina and Kani each had different reactions.

        

        "Light."

        

        I used a basic first-circle magic spell to illuminate the dark interior.

        

        Stairs that seemed to descend endlessly underground.

        

        Considering how far Marinne and I had fallen back then, it would probably take quite a while to walk down.

        

        "Wait, I'll go first."

        

        As Karden, who had grown serious, tried to take the first step, Marinne stopped her.

        

        Karden, apparently agreeing that it was safer for Marinne to lead, quietly yielded her position.

        

        Taking one careful step after another, Marinne descended for quite some time before signaling that it was safe to follow.

        

        Karden followed next.

        

        "Oh, this feels like we're on an adventure! It's fun!"

        

        Kani went down third, and I offered Serina to go ahead of me.

        

        "No, I'm more agile than you, Hendel. If something happens, it's better for me to be last."

        

        Remembering that Serina was quite skilled as a protagonist, though overshadowed by Marinne's overwhelming abilities, I quietly followed her suggestion.

        

        When I first stepped down, I was filled with tension and excitement, but at some point, I began to feel bored with the seemingly endless stairs.

        

        "It's incredibly deep. Feels like we've descended at least 100 meters."

        

        I wonder how we survived falling back then.

        

        After continuing our tedious descent, we finally saw the end.

        

        Woong.

        

        Marinne had drawn her sword with mana and was holding it, while Karden was carefully examining the pictures engraved on the walls.

        

        I quietly approached Karden and asked.

        

        "What is it? Do you have any idea about this?"

        

      

      
        "...I need to check a bit more to be sure."

        

        Seeing Karden's reaction, it seemed this underground facility was related to the demon realm.

        

        To think that beneath our estate's tourist cave was a facility connected to the demon realm.

        

        As we walked slowly, matching Karden's pace as she carefully examined the writings and pictures on the walls, memories from the past began to resurface.

        

        Back then, the passage was littered with skeletons of people who couldn't escape, but it seems the investigation team had cleaned them up.

        

        The walls that were originally tightly sealed had all been opened by the investigation team during their search, so there was no hindrance to our exploration.

        

        "We fought a golem here."

        

        Marinne seemed to be reminiscing about the past as well, as memories resurfaced.

        

        "Is this a trace of the golem?"

        

        Kani, who had been enjoying the adventurous feeling, found a white fragment on the ground.

        

        Marinne took the fragment from Kani, frowned as she examined it closely, and then nodded.

        

        "Yes, I think so."

        

        "Ohhh..."

        

        Serina also showed interest at the mention of golem traces.

        

        "Can I see it for a moment?"

        

        Karden's expression turned serious when she saw the fragment.

        

        Kani, noticing Karden's expression, handed over the fragment without saying anything.

        

        Pop.

        

        A small horn protruded from Karden's forehead.

        

        Since everyone already knew she was a demon, she didn't seem to bother hiding it anymore.

        

        After handling the fragment and even tasting it, Karden nodded with certainty.

        

        "This seems to be a ruin created by the demon realm."

        

        "What?"

        

        "Ohhh..."

        

        Even Marinne's eyes sparkled with interest.

        

        To think that there was a demon realm facility beneath our estate's top tourist attraction—I would need to have a conversation with the Tower Master.

        

        Having confirmed that it was a ruin made by the demon realm, Karden continued her examination while drawing on her demonic power.

        

        Finally, we arrived at the final boss room.

        

        "We fought a dinosaur here."

        

        Despite it being nearly ten years ago, traces of the intense battle remained throughout the room.

        

        The walls were covered with claw marks, and debris was scattered everywhere.

        

        What caught Karden's interest was the massive throne in the center of the room.

        

        [Rex qui olim mundum rexit]

        

        A Latin phrase meaning "The king who once ruled the world."

        

        Karden examined the inscription carefully and drew upon her demonic power.

        

        Woooong.

        

        Her body slowly transformed as she channeled her demonic power.

        

        "Gasp..."

        

        "Will... will she be okay?"

        

        The women, who had never seen Karden's true form, stepped back from the powerful aura emanating from her.

        

        Only Marinne was resisting her aura.

        

      

      
        "Hendel."

        

        Marinne extended her hand.

        

        When I took her hand, I felt much more at ease.

        

        Serina, being trained, struggled but managed to endure, while Kani, being an ordinary person, had a much harder time.

        

        I tapped Marinne and pointed at Kani, and she startled, quickly taking Kani's hand.

        

        In the meantime, I took Serina's hand.

        

        Woooong.

        

        Karden's aura enveloped the entire throne, and the massive seat slowly began to move sideways.

        

        Finally, when the throne was completely moved aside, a huge hole appeared in the floor.

        

        Karden, who had calmed her demonic aura, beckoned with her hand.

        

        We quickly approached.

        

        "Light."

        

        As Karden and I simultaneously illuminated the interior, a massive cavity came into view.

        

        "My goodness..."

        

        While this ruin was already quite spacious, the inner cavity was so vast that it made the ruin seem small in comparison.

        

        "What is this?"

        

        Since Karden seemed to know what it was, I asked.

        

        Karden looked around at the people present, then sighed as if making a decision and began to speak.

        

        "What I'm about to tell you is a story passed down only to those of the Demon King's bloodline."

        

        Kani's eyes sparkled.

        

        "A very long time ago, during the early days of the Empire's establishment, the Demon King thought that the Empire couldn't be defeated by conventional methods. At that time, the Empire had numerous powerful individuals, including the first Emperor."

        

        Karden nervously bit her nails.

        

        "So, the Demon King of that time decided to dig a tunnel. A wide tunnel that could accommodate tens of thousands of demon realm troops."

        

        Even in a world with magic, digging a tunnel large enough for tens of thousands of people to move through would be an extremely difficult task.

        

        Especially over such a long distance.

        

        "It's said that the Demon King devoted everything to digging this tunnel during his hundreds of years of life. But as too much time has passed, no records remain, and it exists only as a legend passed down among the Demon King's bloodline."

        

        "Does Dantalian know about its existence too?"

        

        "He knows the legend, but a tunnel that can accommodate tens of thousands of people sounds too far-fetched, so he probably doesn't take it seriously. I didn't believe it either until today."

        

        "Couldn't it just be a naturally formed cavity?"

        

        Marinne, being sensitive due to the impending war with the demon realm, reacted sharply.

        

        "The way the throne opened just now matches exactly with what was described in the legend. Looking at the interior structure, I can also see ancient demon realm architectural styles."

        

        "Let's head back for today."

        

        "..."

        

        Karden seemed to want to explore the underground further, but if her words were true, this was beyond what we could handle on our own.

        

        We would need at least the help of the Karde Magic Tower.

        

        Receiving my gaze, Karden was disappointed but thankfully yielded.

        

        Horns grew on Karden's head again, and Marinne protected us.

        

        Boom boom boom.

        

        Going through the same process, Karden moved the throne back into place.

        

        This tunnel could put the Empire in danger if demons invaded, but it could also be a tremendous opportunity.

        

        Especially for me, who was trying to make Karden the Demon King.
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        The next morning.

        

        Carden and I headed straight for the Carde Magic Tower.

        

        Marine gave us a worried look, but thankfully, she didn't try to follow and stayed at home.

        

        I had also asked Kani to guide Serina and Marine.

        

        I poked Carden in the side as she sat quietly.

        

        Since last night, Carden seemed lost in thought and spoke very little.

        

        "The demon realm still doesn't know about that tunnel, which gives us a huge advantage. It's a good thing."

        

        "I'm not sure if using that tunnel is the right choice. If Dantalian finds out about it, the entire Empire could be in grave danger."

        

        It was a paradoxical situation—the Demon King's daughter worrying about the Empire's safety.

        

        "Even if Dantalian discovers the tunnel, it won't be a major problem. Secret passages like that are only powerful weapons when only one side knows about them. If both sides are aware, it can be easily neutralized."

        

        If Dantalian were to use the tunnel to lead an invasion, we could simply alert the Empire about its existence and join forces to bury the demons underground.

        

        "...There's one more thing that bothers me."

        

        "Hmm?"

        

        "Yesterday, I didn't mention this in front of the others, but the Demon King who prepared the tunnel wasn't just planning a passage."

        

        "Then what else was he preparing?"

        

        "A dinosaur army."

        

        "The extinct dinosaurs?"

        

        "Yes, the Demon King planned to resurrect long-extinct dinosaurs to use as soldiers. Even though dinosaurs are less intelligent than regular demons, their physical abilities are overwhelming."

        

        I couldn't question how extinct dinosaurs could be revived, since dinosaurs had actually appeared before, so I had nothing to say.

        

        I'd heard that Marine had defeated a dinosaur when she was young, but she had struggled considerably.

        

        Marine at that time was weaker than she is now, but she was still stronger than most knights.

        

        What if dinosaurs powerful enough to give Marine trouble appeared en masse as enemies?

        

        The Empire would have difficulty handling it.

        

        "This is a more serious problem than I thought."

        

        "Yeah..."

        

        Screech.

        

        "We've arrived!"

        

        While we were talking, the carriage had reached the Carde Magic Tower.

        

        "Oh..."

        

        The Carde Magic Tower, having accumulated even more wealth in the meantime, looked quite different from my memory.

        

        They must have purchased the surrounding land over generations, as the entire area had been converted into auxiliary facilities for the tower, and expensive lighting fixtures had been installed throughout.

        

        As I stepped out of the carriage, I saw the tower master running toward us from a distance.

        

        The once-insecure young man had grown into a seasoned middle-aged gentleman.

        

        "Haha, young master, it's been a long time. Lady Carden, it's good to see you too."

        

        "Hello."

        

        Carden awkwardly bowed her head.

        

        The tower master laughed warmly and guided us inside.

        

        The interior of the tower was filled with various advanced technologies. It seemed the tower had finally developed a familiar-powered vacuum cleaner.

        

        Familiars with machines strapped to their backs were moving around the tower interior, and their suction power was impressive.

        

        I naturally expected to take an elevator up, but the tower master, perhaps wanting to show off the tower's technology, guided us elsewhere.

        

        There, stairs were moving by themselves.

        

        "These are our newly developed moving stairs."

      

      
        

        "Huh..."

        

        Carden, who had been expressing amazement since entering the building, sighed in disbelief upon seeing the escalator.

        

        "What's wrong?"

        

        "I'm just thinking how far behind the demon realm is compared to the Empire..."

        

        Having stepped back from the Carde Tower's development projects recently, I wasn't fully aware of their progress, but the tower was continuing its business more excellently than I had expected.

        

        I hadn't thought it would change this much in just half a year.

        

        If I had known, I would have brought the other women along.

        

        Next time I visit, I'll definitely bring everyone together.

        

        We stepped onto the "moving stairs," as they were called in this world, and slowly made our way up the tower while looking around.

        

        Since it was still in the testing phase with limited capacity, we could enjoy the view comfortably.

        

        When we reached the top, a woman with a bright smile bowed her head.

        

        "Welcome, young master!"

        

        "It's been a while."

        

        I also exchanged greetings with the engineering enthusiast who had initially been assigned to cola development and had now risen to become the deputy tower master.

        

        Somehow, her skin seemed to be getting brighter as time passed.

        

        After exchanging pleasantries with various mages along the way, we finally arrived at the branch director's office.

        

        "The branch director's office has the most perfect anti-eavesdropping measures in the Empire, so you don't need to worry."

        

        I heard that the Carde Tower's leadership and strategists had all gathered for the strategy meeting.

        

        To exaggerate slightly, it could be called a gathering of treasonous conspirators.

        

        Nervously opening the door, I saw mages filling the chairs.

        

        The older-looking mages were probably the leadership, while the younger ones were likely the strategists.

        

        As soon as the tower master and I entered, the mages stood up and bowed their heads in unison.

        

        It felt strange, like becoming a gang boss.

        

        "You should sit in the center."

        

        "Me?"

        

        "You're here as a Demon King candidate. You need to maintain at least some dignity."

        

        I reassured the hesitant Carden and seated her in the center, while the tower master and I sat on either side of her.

        

        Everyone's eyes were on Carden.

        

        As the protagonist who would play a decisive role in the tower's gamble for survival, it was impossible not to be interested in her.

        

        I could see the strategists whispering among themselves as they observed Carden's appearance.

        

        Since Carden was quite beautiful, I guessed they were discussing strategies that could leverage her attractive appearance.

        

        "Well then, shall we begin the meeting?"

        

        As the tower master announced the start of the meeting, I was the first to raise my hand.

        

        "Yes, young master, please speak."

        

        Originally, this meeting was meant to hear the strategies developed by the Carde Tower's strategists and discuss ways to improve them.

        

        However, with yesterday's discovery of the hidden tunnel, the situation had changed significantly, and it was appropriate to notify everyone in advance.

        

        "Yesterday, we discovered a tunnel connecting to the demon realm beneath the caves in the Adger territory."

        

        "What?"

        

        "My goodness..."

        

        Surprised reactions erupted throughout the conference room.

        

        Both the leadership and strategists understood this was no trivial matter, and their expressions grew serious.

        

        I nudged Carden, asking her to provide additional explanation.

        

      

      
        Receiving my signal, Carden took a light breath and revealed everything she knew.

        

        She told them about how a previous Demon King had attempted to dig tunnels connecting to the Empire and how dinosaurs were intended to be used as military assets.

        

        The room grew noisy as they listened to her story.

        

        The tower master was the first to respond calmly.

        

        "First, investigating that tunnel should be our priority."

        

        "We've already deployed soldiers to secure the cave, but we need mages who can examine the tunnel in more detail."

        

        "I'll send them immediately. However, Lady Carden's presence will be necessary for a thorough investigation."

        

        Carden answered resolutely.

        

        "I'll cooperate fully from tomorrow until the day I leave."

        

        "Understood."

        

        One of the mages who had been in the emergency meeting suddenly stepped forward.

        

        "I'd like to present our revised strategy that we've just discussed. Would that be acceptable?"

        

        True to their reputation as the Empire's most brilliant institution, the Carde Tower's strategists seemed to have incredibly quick minds.

        

        The tower master nodded silently.

        

        "Proceed."

        

        A bespectacled man who looked every bit the scholarly type stepped forward.

        

        "If the tunnel can accommodate tens of thousands of demons, it should be sufficient for transporting food as well. Therefore, though it may be cumbersome, I believe we should redirect the food supplies back to the Adger territory."

        

        "That would also help avoid suspicion from the Imperial court."

        

        "Yes, the food recovered to the Adger territory will be gradually stored in the passage from now on."

        

        The interior of the cave maintained a suitably cool temperature, making it ideal for food storage.

        

        "Dantalian will eventually declare war, and the moment war begins, Lady Carden will personally distribute this food in the rear areas. Since food shortage is the pretext for the war, once sufficient food begins to circulate, the justification for war will instantly disappear."

        

        The mage adjusted his glasses.

        

        "The anti-Dantalian forces who received orders for war will have no reason to follow Dantalian's commands once food becomes available. Without justification, you see. The key point is to persuade these anti-Dantalian forces to turn around and cooperate in attacking the Demon King's castle."

        

        The mage handed Carden a list.

        

        "Lady Carden needs to persuade these forces in advance before the operation begins."

        

        "Yes, I can manage that much."

        

        The mage nodded and continued.

        

        "Having won over the forces at the front, we now need to persuade the forces in the rear."

        

        The mage pointed to a map of the demon realm.

        

        "Here is a list of rear forces that aren't pro-Dantalian. We need to recruit them with our massive food supplies."

        

        This was another problem that Carden needed to solve.

        

        No matter how much food was offered, they wouldn't cooperate with human mages from the Carde Tower.

        

        Carden nodded, indicating her acceptance of this task as well.

        

        The mage smiled with satisfaction at Carden's response.

        

        "Once recruitment is complete, we'll have established massive forces that can surround the Demon King's castle from both front and rear. Since the castle's food situation won't be good either, we'll encircle Dantalian and starve him to death. That is the essence of this operation."

        

        At first glance, it seemed simple, but if the plan went awry even once, everything would collapse.

        

        I glanced at Carden sitting beside me.

        

        She had already steeled her resolve, showing no fluctuation in her expression.

        

        I had a feeling that with Carden, this historic operation would succeed.

        

        I gently took her hand.

        

        Carden was startled but didn't pull away.

        

        Her hand was warm, unlike what you'd expect from a demon.
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        After negotiating with the Magic Tower, we agreed to check the cave tomorrow, and I returned home today.

        

        My hands were full of snacks I'd received from the Magic Tower.

        

        As I looked around inside, I realized my companions were nowhere to be seen.

        

        I grabbed a nearby maid and asked, "Where is everyone?"

        

        "Oh, if you mean your companions, they're currently in the dining room conversing with the master and mistress!"

        

        "Huh..."

        

        A meeting with my parents.

        

        With an inexplicable sense of unease, I hurried to the dining room.

        

        In the dining room, my mother, father, and the three women were amicably sharing refreshments and chatting.

        

        "Hendel, hello?"

        

        "Ah... yeah."

        

        Marine, who was the first to sense my magical power, greeted me, followed by warm welcomes from the others.

        

        "Reni is here too! Come sit down quickly."

        

        Carden, who had been hesitantly following behind me, approached at my mother's beckoning—my mother who still boasted her beautiful appearance—and sat down beside her.

        

        It seemed that despite their son returning after a long time, I wasn't even on their radar.

        

        Feeling slightly disappointed, I sat down in an empty seat.

        

        Kani was talking with Marine, and Serina was conversing with my father.

        

        Carden had naturally been selected as my mother's conversation partner.

        

        Suddenly finding myself excluded, I dejectedly sipped my juice while eavesdropping on their conversations.

        

        "So, you're in the same magic department as Hendel?"

        

        "Y-Yes! We attend classes together!"

        

        "What's Hendel like usually?"

        

        "Um... he's... a hardworking friend!"

        

        My mother gently stroked Carden's hair while asking about my school life.

        

        Carden couldn't quite bring himself to say I was doing well.

        

        My mother smiled as if she understood everything.

        

        "Seems like he's making a mess of things."

        

        "..."

        

        My mother shot me a piercing glance.

        

        Having nothing to say, I turned my head to avoid her gaze.

        

        What could I do if the classes weren't helpful...

        

        "So, you bake bread for Hendel every day?"

        

        "Yes! I'm grateful that he always enjoys eating what I bake!"

        

        "Hmm, do you have a boyfriend?"

        

        "N-Not yet..."

        

        "What about your family?"

        

        "I live in a small village in the north..."

        

        My father was rather intrusively investigating Serina's background.

        

        I decided to intervene first to protect Serina, who was clearly uncomfortable.

        

        I casually stood up and whispered in my father's ear.

        

        "Serina is feeling uncomfortable!"

        

        My father smiled gently and whispered back in my ear.

        

        "I approve of that young lady! She's modest. Very modest. The epitome of a virtuous wife. She's the type of woman who will definitely make a man happy if he marries her."

        

        "..."

        

        "So, how did you manage it? Dating three more women when Lady Marine is already there."

        

        "...It's not like that."

        

        As we whispered to each other, Serina cutely tilted her head in curiosity.

      

      
        

        Indeed... she might make someone happy if married...

        

        Just then, my mother clapped her hands, breaking my concentration.

        

        "Since my son has brought friends home for once, it would be a shame to just sit around like this! We should have a festival!"

        

        "What?"

        

        A festival all of a sudden.

        

        In the middle of winter?

        

        "On such a joyous day, how could we not have a festival? Wait just a moment."

        

        With that, my mother disappeared like the wind.

        

        In the short time I hadn't seen her, her drive had become quite remarkable.

        

        Had something happened?

        

        I poked my father repeatedly.

        

        "Did something happen to Mother?"

        

        My father glanced around cautiously before whispering in my ear.

        

        "It seems you're going to have a sibling. People often change dramatically when pregnant. I think that's the effect we're seeing."

        

        "Whaaaat?"

        

        "Shh, shh."

        

        My exclamation drew the women's attention, and my father desperately tried to quiet me.

        

        A sudden announcement of a sibling.

        

        It gave me mixed feelings.

        

        "Why didn't you tell me?"

        

        "Well, the doctor said it wasn't certain in the early stages, so we waited a bit, but we got confirmation two days ago. Since you were coming home soon anyway, we wanted to surprise you."

        

        To suddenly have a sibling on the way.

        

        My heart felt even heavier as I prepared for a battle that would determine the fate of the world.

        

        "According to the Carde Magic Tower's analysis, it seems to be a girl."

        

        "Congratulations."

        

        "Haha, thanks to Hendel, she'll be born with a diamond spoon in her mouth."

        

        I nodded, feeling both burdened and happy.

        

        ***

        

        "This is the food storage."

        

        "Wow..."

        

        Normally, access to the food storage is strictly limited, but I am the heir to the Adger territory.

        

        It was easy enough to show Carden around.

        

        "Now that the passage has been discovered, you don't need to use smuggling routes anymore. But you're still going to make those hardtack things you mentioned to send?"

        

        "Yes, even though the underground tunnel is spacious, I think it would be difficult to move raw grain."

        

        Since we don't know how long the siege of the Demon King's castle will last, hardtack that can be stored for long periods would be more useful than grain.

        

        If we had tried to maintain some minimum level of taste, it would have been labor-intensive, but the hardtack we're planning to make is purely for caloric intake, so production is simple.

        

        The Magic Tower had already bought up numerous workshops in preparation for hardtack production.

        

        Once the hardtack is properly produced, we could improve the taste and sell it to civilians as well.

        

        Having finished checking the food storage, we headed to the cave as previously arranged.

        

        The entrance to the cave was already filled with mages from the Carde Magic Tower, who were working on camouflaging the surroundings.

        

        If the transportation of large quantities of hardtack through the cave were discovered, it would be extremely suspicious.

        

        "This time, even if the Imperial Intelligence Agency's grandfather came, he wouldn't know!"

        

        The process of transporting to the northern territory was long and time-consuming, which is why we were caught, but it's only an hour from the Carde Magic Tower to the cave.

        

        The Tower Master guaranteed that such a short distance would never be discovered, and I didn't think it would be detected either.

        

        "Let's go in."

        

        Following the Tower Master's guidance, we entered to find major renovation work being done from the very entrance of the cave.

        

        With future food transportation in mind, they were making the path more gradual and laying down rails.

        

      

      
        Passing by them and going deeper inside, we found an escalator—or as they would call it in this world, moving stairs—installed where there used to be endless steps.

        

        "This must have cost an enormous amount."

        

        "Even with the Carde Magic Tower's large personnel, we determined that magical tools were necessary for stable transportation. We spent quite a bit."

        

        Taking the moving stairs down comfortably, we saw the ruins being modified.

        

        Walls were being demolished, doorways widened.

        

        The place where most mages were gathered was, naturally, the throne in the center.

        

        The mages who were experimenting with various spells on the throne bowed their heads when they saw us.

        

        "Now, Carden, please use your power to open it."

        

        Despite having been told several times already, Carden still asked with uncertain eyes.

        

        "Is it really okay to use demonic power in front of these people?"

        

        "Yes, Magic Tower mages make a soul contract when they join. They won't be able to disclose anything."

        

        Nodding, Carden closed his eyes tightly and drew upon his demonic power.

        

        His entire body began to transform.

        

        "Ohhh..."

        

        "How fascinating."

        

        The Tower Master and the other mages watched Carden's transformation with interest.

        

        Pop!

        

        With a cute sound, horns, a tail, and wings appeared on Carden as he drew out mana to envelop the throne.

        

        Rumble, rumble, BOOM.

        

        With a thunderous sound, the throne slowly moved aside.

        

        The mages in charge of the investigation hurried to examine the cave revealed beneath the throne.

        

        "As we heard, it's of an enormous scale!"

        

        "It definitely wasn't formed naturally."

        

        "Strong mana reactions are being detected."

        

        Reports came in from all directions.

        

        The Tower Master also glanced down below.

        

        "Shall we go down now?"

        

        "Yes."

        

        To execute the plan, we needed to verify if this tunnel was truly connected to the demon realm.

        

        I had already told my parents that I might not be able to return home for a few days.

        

        My mother had asked the dangerous question of whether I was thinking about having children too.

        

        The Tower Master was the first to jump into the cave, and he signaled that it was safe.

        

        "Dandelion's power."

        

        I summoned dandelion seeds in mid-air and shared some with Carden.

        

        Carden looked questioningly at the suddenly appearing dandelion seeds.

        

        As if demonstrating, I held the dandelion seeds in one hand and jumped down.

        

        Whoosh.

        

        My body fell slowly, like a parachute.

        

        Understanding the principle after watching me, Carden jumped down next.

        

        Though he had surely never used a parachute before, Carden descended skillfully from the start with his innate talent.

        

        He even landed perfectly.

        

        While I still struggled with landing, seeing Carden succeed on his first try made me feel the difference in talent.

        

        Feeling inwardly envious, I looked around the cave.

        

        "This is..."

        

        As soon as we landed in the cave, we felt an intense demonic energy.

        

        It seemed even more powerful than when Carden had fully drawn upon his demonic power.

        

        Without a doubt, this tunnel had been dug by demons.

        

        And by extremely powerful ones at that.

      

    

  
    
      Ch.6363.Aug 02, 2025

      
        63.

        

        The tunnel that the Demon King had dug out, having no confidence in winning through orthodox methods.

        

        I decided to conveniently name this tunnel "Tunnel #1."

        

        There might be more tunnels dug from the demon realm, not just this one.

        

        Tunnel #1 was surprisingly comfortable with low humidity.

        

        Considering that natural tunnels generally have high humidity, I became convinced that some kind of magic had been cast on this tunnel.

        

        The Tower Master, who had been tapping on the walls, muttered quietly.

        

        "Magic that controls humidity already exists in common magic. It's impressive that this magic has been maintained for tens of millions of years, but not entirely impossible."

        

        The Tower Master looked at the groundwater dripping from the ceiling.

        

        "However, drainage is a different matter. This is clearly impossible with any magic that exists within the established magical system."

        

        The groundwater dripping from the ceiling flowed through holes scattered throughout the tunnel and disappeared somewhere.

        

        "They did dig drainage channels, but due to the cave's underground location, they can't discharge water outside. This means the collected water must be stored somewhere, yet everything is still fine after all this time?"

        

        "..."

        

        "This proves that a different magical system is operating in this cave."

        

        I remained silent.

        

        None of the great mages who created different magical systems and left their mark in history had ever sided with the demon race.

        

        If there was a great mage who helped the demons, they would be someone whose records were erased from history.

        

        And I knew one such great mage whose records had been erased from history and who possessed magic that could absorb water.

        

        That mage always made various excuses, but they were reasons difficult to accept as crimes deserving the annihilation of a ducal family.

        

        For a crime that would lead to the extermination of a ducal house, it was usually treason.

        

        Communicating with the demon realm was a prime example of treason.

        

        "Haah..."

        

        It seems I had close ties to the word "treason" even before getting involved with Karden.

        

        "Why, what's wrong?"

        

        The Tower Master showed concern when I sighed.

        

        The people here were already companions who had come with me to the edge of the cliff.

        

        There was no reason to hide anything.

        

        "The magic related to maintaining this tunnel. I think I know it."

        

        "Really?"

        

        I decided to show through action rather than words.

        

        I approached where the groundwater was leaking, closed my eyes, and cast a spell.

        

        Reeds gradually grew from the tunnel floor.

        

        The magically grown reeds absorbed the groundwater as it fell.

        

        "Reeds not only absorb moisture but also draw oxygen from the air and supply it to the surrounding soil."

        

        "So the magic was modified to handle oxygen supply in the tunnel as well."

        

        I silently nodded.

        

        The Tower Master examined the magic I was using with a serious expression.

        

        "May I ask where you learned that magic?"

        

        "I learned it from the ghost of a great mage from an exterminated ducal family."

        

        "..."

      

      
        

        The Tower Master's expression showed deep concern after hearing my words.

        

        Karden also seemed startled, probably remembering her encounter with that ghost.

        

        I sighed briefly once more.

        

        I had thought that someone who had reached the level of a great mage would have left traces somewhere, but I never expected to find them in a place like this.

        

        I recalled the ghost mage saying his magic was 500 years old. If his words were true, it meant he had maintained this tunnel, unknown even to the Demon King's bloodline, until 500 years ago.

        

        It seems I'll need to have a serious conversation with the ghost mage when we return to the capital.

        

        He must know important information.

        

        ***

        

        Drip, drip.

        

        The sound of water echoed, creating an eerie atmosphere in the underground tunnel.

        

        With the same scenery repeating endlessly, it was impossible not to feel bored.

        

        Fortunately, I had people to chat with; walking alone would have driven me insane.

        

        We walked for a while in silence, with magic wrapped around our legs.

        

        The Tower Master, who was leading the way, suddenly stopped.

        

        His gaze was fixed on a piece of wood lying in the middle of the cave.

        

        After contemplating briefly, the Tower Master picked up the wooden piece.

        

        Exhausted from the repetitive scenery, I brightened with expectation when I saw the Tower Master about to do something.

        

        Surely the Tower Master could provide an excellent solution?

        

        He held the piece of wood with both hands and mounted it.

        

        "Get on behind me."

        

        Having already experienced riding a broom, my expression soured.

        

        Broom flying.

        

        While it was certainly romantic, it left your entire body in pain afterward.

        

        The last time I rode the Branch Manager's broom, all the skin on my inner thighs had been rubbed raw.

        

        And this wasn't even a broom but a piece of wood—how painful would it be?

        

        "Ooh."

        

        In contrast to my sour expression, Karden's eyes were filled with anticipation.

        

        Come to think of it, Karden was a true magic enthusiast who had fled the demon realm because she adored magic despite being the Demon King's daughter.

        

        She must have fantasies about fundamental magic like broom-riding wizards.

        

        "Let's get on quickly!"

        

        "Uh... okay."

        

        I thought continuing to walk was unreasonable since we didn't know how far our destination was, but I had to overcome my instinctive aversion as I climbed onto the wooden piece.

        

        The Tower Master sat in front, me in the middle, and Karden at the back.

        

        This arrangement would have been impossible on a normal broom, but it worked with the piece of wood.

        

        Karden, with her superior physical abilities, would support us from the back to prevent falling.

        

        As I felt the sensation of Karden's chest pressing against me from behind, the wooden piece began to fly.

        

        My thighs were already hurting, but the fast-moving wooden piece was admittedly fun.

        

        It felt faster than the Branch Manager's broom.

        

        After checking our condition by glancing back, the Tower Master seemed to decide it was safe to increase speed and did so.

        

      

      
        "Ooh!"

        

        Karden shouted with joy as the wooden piece accelerated.

        

        Unlike Karden, I felt dizzy from the wind hitting my face.

        

        There's a reason why broom flying remains only as a romantic notion.

        

        ***

        

        A day had passed since our wooden piece journey began.

        

        Touching my now numb thighs that had adapted to the pain, I stole glances at the Tower Master controlling the wooden piece.

        

        Despite driving non-stop for a day, the Tower Master showed no signs of fatigue.

        

        "Snore..."

        

        Karden, who had initially enjoyed watching the changing scenery, was now sound asleep with her arms around my waist.

        

        It was impressive that she could sleep so peacefully despite the motion sickness that inevitably came from the wooden piece's limitations, even with the Tower Master's excellent driving skills.

        

        As I adjusted Karden's position and ate hardtack, I suddenly noticed the demonic energy concentration increasing sharply.

        

        "I believe we've arrived at the demon realm."

        

        The most crucial question—whether this underground tunnel connected to the demon realm—was confirmed true.

        

        Now the important thing was to determine which region of the demon realm this tunnel connected to.

        

        The ideal scenario would be having one passage connected to the front line and another to the rear of the demon realm.

        

        When the struggle for the Demon King's position officially begins, Karden would need to move quickly between the front and rear.

        

        After moving for about 30 more minutes...

        

        "I can see an opening there."

        

        The Tower Master identified the hole with his sharp gaze.

        

        He took out a map that extended to the demon realm and frowned.

        

        "Calculating the time we've traveled from the border, this hole seems to be located in Duke Paimon's territory."

        

        Having already memorized the demon realm map, I let out a sigh.

        

        "That's an awkward position."

        

        "Yes. It's in the front region, but too close to the Demon King's castle."

        

        It would have been the perfect position if our goal was to lead a large army to attack the Demon King's castle, but our purpose was not direct confrontation but internal division through secretly transported food supplies.

        

        Considering that surveillance would be tighter closer to the Demon King's castle, this was not a good position for us.

        

        I considered waking Karden to check what was beyond the hole, but with our limited manpower, it felt too risky.

        

        In the end, we decided to postpone exploring beyond the hole and continued toward the end of the tunnel on our wooden piece.

        

        After traveling for about three more hours...

        

        "Mmm..."

        

        By the time Karden woke up from behind me, we had finally reached the end of the tunnel.

        

        Fortunately, the final tunnel was located in Duke Marbas's territory, the rearmost area of the demon realm.

        

        The unsettling aspect, however, was the numerous dinosaurs drawn on the cave walls.

        

        "This is..."

        

        "Traces of a dinosaur army, it seems."

        

        The number of dinosaurs depicted on the walls was roughly in the thousands.

        

        I recalled Karden's mention that the Demon King who created the tunnel had planned to operate a dinosaur army.

        

        While it was unlikely that such a large dinosaur army would actually appear, if they were summoned for real...

        

        A chill ran down my spine.
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        After completing our inspection of the underground tunnel, we headed back to the entrance without taking a break.

        

        Everyone agreed that rather than resting uncomfortably in this tunnel, we'd endure a bit longer to rest more comfortably later.

        

        The scenery around us changed rapidly, and before we knew it, we had returned to our starting point.

        

        At the starting point, magicians from the Karde Magic Tower were already conducting major construction work.

        

        Three elevators had already been installed.

        

        And they weren't stopping there—they were installing several more.

        

        I benefited from the installed elevators and comfortably exited the tunnel.

        

        The cave, which had boasted a gentle slope as it was developed for tourism, lost its identity as a cave when the magicians smoothed it flat.

        

        Since it was a representative tourist attraction of our territory, I felt a bit regretful, but what could be done?

        

        Though we must have been quite tired after driving a wooden block for several days, the Magic Tower Lord kindly dropped us off at our residence before departing.

        

        "Young Maaaster!"

        

        Somehow sensing our arrival, Kani came running like a ghost.

        

        Now I noticed Marine and Serina following behind her.

        

        It seems Marine had detected my presence.

        

        I was glad to see they seemed to have gotten along well while I was gone.

        

        Though I felt sorry for the women who were happy about my return, I was too exhausted to maintain my sanity any longer.

        

        "Could you take Karden to one of the spare rooms? This trip was quite tiring, so I need to get some good sleep."

        

        "Did you do something tiring?"

        

        "Yes, there were some things."

        

        Marine's gaze sharpened.

        

        My brain, soaked in fatigue, only realized what she was thinking after seeing her sharp eyes.

        

        "Ah... it's not what you're misunderstanding, Marine!"

        

        "Do you know what I was thinking?"

        

        "Aren't you mistakenly thinking I did something lewd with Karden?"

        

        "..."

        

        When I hit the nail on the head so directly, Serina, who had been watching cautiously, gaped in shock.

        

        Marine was also at a loss for words.

        

        I entrusted Karden, who was dozing off on my back, to Kani and began managing Marine's mood.

        

        Too exhausted to think clearly as the world spun around me, I half-leaned against Marine.

        

        "..."

        

        Sure enough, Marine flinched.

        

        I don't know why I haven't used such an effective method to improve Marine's mood until now.

        

        Just this small display of affection renders Marine completely helpless.

        

        Ugh, my head hurts...

        

        Marine's throat bobbed.

        

        "O-Okay."

        

        The cool atmosphere Marine had been emitting disappeared, replaced by a shy girl.

        

        With strength that didn't match her delicate frame, Marine carried me on her back.

        

        She walked steadily up to the room.

        

        Turning my head one last time to check on Karden, I was grateful to see Kani and Serina taking good care of him.

        

        Reassured, I slowly closed my eyes.

        

        ***

        

        "Hendel."

        

        "..."

      

      
        

        "Hendel!"

        

        "...Zzz..."

        

        Marine, who had brought Hendel to the room with trembling emotions, tried to wake him by shaking his body on her back.

        

        But Hendel, deeply asleep, wouldn't budge from her back.

        

        Marine swallowed hard and, rationalizing that she had no choice if she wanted to lay Hendel down, lay on the bed together with him.

        

        "Ugh... I need to remove his hands..."

        

        Having succeeded in laying Hendel down, her next challenge was to free herself from his hands wrapped around her chest.

        

        Marine tried to remove Hendel's hands by wiggling her body left and right, but a drunk person's grip is stronger than expected.

        

        Hendel wouldn't easily let go.

        

        Despite her small frame, Marine possessed tremendous strength and could forcibly remove Hendel's hands if she wanted to, but she was afraid of hurting him.

        

        In truth, these were all excuses—Marine simply didn't want to separate from Hendel.

        

        "I-If I don't want Hendel to get hurt, I have no choice..."

        

        Though no one was listening, Marine made excuses as she secured Hendel's hands firmly around her body and closed her eyes.

        

        "Snore..."

        

        As long as Hendel was asleep, touching his body like this was clearly a crime.

        

        It was definitely a crime, and if Hendel caught her, she would be in big trouble, but Marine's patience wasn't strong enough to resist the temptation of Hendel's arms wrapped around her body.

        

        "J-Just a little."

        

        Marine carefully unwrapped Hendel's hands from around her and interlaced her fingers with his.

        

        At this point, Marine had already undone Hendel's embrace, but that fact wasn't important to her.

        

        Marine was simply unable to free herself from Hendel's hands and had no choice but to sleep together with him.

        

        Marine interlaced her fingers with Hendel's long hands.

        

        "Hehehe..."

        

        Feeling the warmth of his hands, she smiled like a pervert and rubbed his hand against her cheek.

        

        Perhaps because he hadn't washed for several days, Hendel's wrist carried a strong scent of his body.

        

        To Marine, Hendel's scent was a reward, and the fact that he hadn't been able to wash proved there had been no lewd acts between Hendel and Karden.

        

        With this, the anxiety that had lingered in her heart completely disappeared.

        

        With her worries gone, all that remained for Marine was happy times.

        

        Sniff, sniff.

        

        That day, Marine firmly committed Hendel's scent to memory so she would never forget it.

        

        ***

        

        "Ugh..."

        

        Due to the aftermath of traveling on a wooden block for several days, my whole body ached.

        

        Karden, being a martial artist, would have recovered completely after one night's sleep, but my frail mage's body hadn't recovered after just one night.

        

        'Huh?'

        

        While keeping my eyes closed and enduring the pain, I felt something warm at my fingertips.

        

        'What is this?'

        

        As I slept, I had been embracing something.

        

        It felt warm like a person.

        

        Sweat trickled down my forehead.

        

        Sometimes when I woke up, I found Kani and Marine sleeping in the same bed, but at least in my memory, I had never had such physical contact with Marine.

        

        Kani would occasionally squeeze herself into my arms to sleep.

        

        'Please, let it be Kani, Kani, Kani.'

        

        I had just promised myself not to advance my relationship with Marine until she made friends.

        

        I shouldn't cross the line until Marine made friends... wait.

        

      

      
        I remembered that recently Marine had been maintaining fairly close relationships with the trio of Kani, Karden, and Serina.

        

        Close enough that if you asked a hundred people, all hundred would say they were friends.

        

        'Then... is it okay?'

        

        Organizing my jumbled thoughts, perhaps due to the long journey, I slowly opened my eyes.

        

        "Snore..."

        

        The woman nestled in my arms was, as expected, Marine.

        

        Seeing her sleeping peacefully, memories from last night came flooding back.

        

        Me leaning against Marine.

        

        Me tightly hugging Marine while being carried on her back.

        

        No matter how I looked at it, I had seduced Marine first.

        

        "..."

        

        While I was blaming my yesterday self, Marine's body began to tremble.

        

        A sign she was waking up.

        

        Having drawn a line and then seduced Marine when I was a bit out of it, I didn't have the courage to face her.

        

        I quickly made a decision, removed my arms from around Marine, and pretended to know nothing.

        

        Rustle.

        

        I felt Marine, now awake, turning over.

        

        "Snore..."

        

        I desperately pretended to be asleep with my life on the line.

        

        'Please, please just let this go.'

        

        "Hmm..."

        

        Marine touched various parts of my body as if checking whether I was really asleep.

        

        She caressed my face and played with my lips.

        

        Marine's hands were so blatant that I almost made a sound, but if she discovered I was pretending to be asleep, I wouldn't have the confidence to live with the shame.

        

        Determined that I would die if caught pretending to sleep, I recalled Dantalian's face—unpleasant even to think about.

        

        Indeed, Dantalian's face proved tremendously powerful in helping me hold back laughter.

        

        Cruelly, Marine's touch didn't stop at my lips.

        

        This time, Marine played with my Adam's apple.

        

        I almost swallowed the saliva pooled in my mouth, but I endured!

        

        When I showed no particular reaction, Marine's hand moved down to my chest.

        

        Marine gently rubbed, as if checking my reaction.

        

        'Endure, endure, endure.'

        

        Just as Marine's hand, having sufficiently touched my chest, was about to move lower.

        

        Unable to endure any longer, I opened my eyes and grabbed Marine's hand.

        

        Despite being stopped, Marine was smiling.

        

        "Hehe, so you were awake after all?"

        

        "...Since when did you know?"

        

        "From the beginning, by your breathing. I can distinguish between Hendel's sleeping breath and awake breath."

        

        "..."

        

        I wasn't surprised that Marine could distinguish my breathing.

        

        I thought Marine might be capable of something like this.

        

        "...Then, you touched me knowing I was awake?"

        

        "...N-No? Actually, I didn't know! Wow, Hendel was awake?"

        

        Marine had no talent for acting.
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        As I spent each day exploring and enjoying the territory, the day to depart finally approached.

        

        Before leaving, the Tower Master came to see us off.

        

        After setting up a barrier around us, he whispered quietly.

        

        "From now on, our tower's elite mages will begin infiltrating the demon realm."

        

        Over the past week, the magic tower had been installing various devices in the tunnel, preparing for full-scale utilization. Carden, along with the elite mages, had once again moved through the tunnel and kept the ruins open.

        

        Fortunately, both passages located in the demon realm connected to underground ruins, so they hadn't been detected by the demon realm.

        

        "We've prepared sufficient provisions, and the infiltrated mages have already met with the demons who agreed to cooperate. They'll begin working to raise Lord Carden's support."

        

        "What about persuading the dukes at the frontlines?"

        

        "Until war orders are issued, the dukes won't easily support Lord Carden. There's still a possibility that war won't break out. Lord Carden can persuade them once Dantalian's war orders are given."

        

        Normally, we're at the Academy.

        

        This means that even if war breaks out, it would be difficult for Carden to immediately head to the demon realm.

        

        The damage during that time would be substantial.

        

        "In any case, the dukes of the demon realm also want to avoid casualties, so even if war orders are issued, they'll try to stall for time. There won't be any major conflicts until Lord Carden arrives in the demon realm."

        

        The Tower Master continued without pause.

        

        "Additionally, we've begun work to connect the tunnel to the Academy. Young master, you're aware of the property the magic tower recently purchased at the Academy, right?"

        

        "Yes."

        

        "We're working on connecting the underground of that location to the tunnel."

        

        "If you dig, people around will inevitably notice..."

        

        Digging a secret tunnel is an extremely difficult task.

        

        The biggest problem is the noise.

        

        When digging, using tools or magic creates such loud noise that it's hard for those nearby not to notice.

        

        Especially if that place is the Academy, filled with human weapons whose physical senses are amplified several times, it would be even easier to get caught.

        

        The Tower Master smirked at my concern.

        

        "Don't worry. Such problems can all be solved with money."

        

        "What?"

        

        "Currently, the Carde Magic Tower is conducting major construction at the Academy under the pretext of making a donation during the school break. Even if noise occurs, people will think it's related to the construction."

        

        "Even during break, there must be many students living at the Academy..."

        

        "We've moved all of them, including faculty, to good accommodations."

        

        "..."

        

        Even during a break, there are so many people residing at the Academy, yet they moved all of them.

        

        I don't know the exact amount, but even for the Carde Magic Tower, which rakes in money by the handful, it must have cost a considerable sum.

        

        The Tower Master smiled as if it were nothing.

        

        "If we fail, the magic tower will be destroyed, so what's the point of saving money? This is the time to spend lavishly."

        

        If the Academy willingly evacuated people, the scale of construction must be enormous. I was impressed by the Carde Magic Tower's boldness.

        

        As I was conversing with the Tower Master, Cani waved at us.

      

      
        

        "Young master, the carriage is ready!"

        

        I bowed my head to the Tower Master in gratitude.

        

        "Thank you so much for all your help."

        

        "Haha, considering how you've helped the Carde Magic Tower grow, this is only natural. If Lord Carden becomes the true Demon King, it will be tremendously beneficial for our tower as well."

        

        The Tower Master laughed good-naturedly and handed over several rare magical artifacts.

        

        "These are mana bombs. With Swordmaster Marine here, I'm not too worried, but there might be attacks. Use these then."

        

        Mana bombs.

        

        Due to their dangerous power, they were powerful weapons authorized only for imperial direct units.

        

        All information, including the manufacturing method, was kept top secret, but it seems the Carde Magic Tower had managed to develop them anyway.

        

        Knowing the power of these weapons from books, I gratefully accepted the mana bombs and boarded the carriage.

        

        The Tower Master and my parents waved goodbye.

        

        By the time I see them next, this matter will probably be resolved.

        

        I hope I can meet my brother with a happy smile.

        

        ***

        

        Without any particular incidents, we were able to return to the capital.

        

        Occasionally, bandits appeared to cause trouble, but once Marine demonstrated her sword aura, they scattered in terror.

        

        Finally arriving at the capital.

        

        With my situation changed from before, this time I used my noble privileges to bypass the long lines and entered the capital directly.

        

        Since major construction was underway at the Academy, Carden and Serina, unable to return to the dormitory, decided to stay at our residence for the time being.

        

        Surprisingly, Marine, who had become more relaxed since sleeping with me last time, readily agreed.

        

        As soon as we returned home, I burst open the door to the room where the Grand Mage Ghost was in seclusion, with Carden beside me.

        

        "What is it?"

        

        The Grand Mage Ghost was calmly reading a book.

        

        Fearing he might react violently to my question about this secret, I positioned Marine at the door and swallowed hard before asking.

        

        "You know about the underground tunnel to the demon realm, right?"

        

        "..."

        

        The Grand Mage Ghost silently closed his book and stared at me with sharp eyes.

        

        "How did you find out?"

        

        Blocking Carden and shielding him from the ghost's gaze, I spoke calmly.

        

        "A tunnel was discovered beneath our territory."

        

        "Hmm..."

        

        The Grand Mage Ghost stroked his beard.

        

        As soon as I learned that my master had been managing the tunnel beneath the Edger territory, I decided to ask about a suspicion I'd had.

        

        "Master, you deliberately chose me, didn't you?"

        

        Thinking about it, there were many unnatural things from the beginning.

        

      

      
        It was odd that the residence of a supposedly annihilated ducal family suddenly appeared on the market in well-maintained condition. And that a Grand Mage who had been hiding for hundreds of years would appear before me of all people and take me as a disciple?

        

        A ghost who had reached the level of Grand Mage wouldn't be bound to a residence and could have seen many more talented mages than me while traveling.

        

        Though I thought I had some talent in magic, when I first met the ghost, I was just an unstable 1st Circle mage. There was absolutely no reason to choose someone flawed like me as a disciple.

        

        It didn't make sense logically.

        

        So when I learned that the tunnel he managed was beneath my territory, I thought he must have known I was the heir to the Edger territory and deliberately approached me.

        

        If his final mission was to manage the tunnel, making the heir of the territory where the tunnel was located his disciple would make management easiest.

        

        Stroking his beard, the Grand Mage deduced the situation from the little information I provided.

        

        "You found traces of me in the tunnel."

        

        "Yes, I found your traces in the drainage section of the cave."

        

        The Grand Mage's expression hardened.

        

        "You've already heard about the tunnel from your girlfriend?"

        

        I wanted to object that she wasn't my girlfriend, but not wanting to break the atmosphere, I remained quiet.

        

        "Yes."

        

        "And you must know why our family was annihilated."

        

        "You were caught cooperating with the demon realm, right?"

        

        The Grand Mage nodded readily.

        

        "Yes, your guess is entirely correct. I made a contract with the Demon King to reach the level of Grand Mage, and in return, I was obligated to manage the tunnel for life."

        

        The Grand Mage Ghost fiddled with an old book, his eyes flashing.

        

        "So, what do you want by confronting me? You're already a traitor who learned magic from a traitor like me. If you intend to expose my identity and the tunnel out of some needless sense of justice, I won't stand idle either. You'll eventually have to manage the tunnel according to my will."

        

        It seems the Grand Mage Ghost thinks I'm planning to report him and the tunnel.

        

        I shook my head to correct his misunderstanding.

        

        "I have no intention of reporting you, Master, nor do I plan to destroy the tunnel."

        

        "R-Really?"

        

        The Tower Master seemed surprised, probably expecting me, as a human, to naturally oppose the tunnel, which by its existence poses a great threat to humanity.

        

        "Rather, I want to know more details about this tunnel."

        

        "What for?"

        

        I grabbed Carden's shoulder beside me.

        

        "To make my master the Demon King."

        

        "What?"

        

        The Grand Mage Ghost asked back with a dumbfounded expression.

        

        So I kindly explained my plan once more.

        

        "I intend to oust Dantalian, the current favorite for the next Demon King, and make Carden here the Demon King instead!"

        

        "Y-You're insane..."

        

        It was the first time I'd seen the Grand Mage Ghost so flustered.

        

        I smiled confidently.

        

        "As a man, you've got to do something crazy at least once in your life!"
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        After hearing my plan, the ghost of the Grand Magician frowned and sank into deep thought.

        

        "While my only obligation is to guard the tunnel, so I could help you, but..."

        

        The ghost of the Grand Magician looked at me and Carden with a doubtful expression.

        

        "I'm not sure how sincere you two really are."

        

        "I've essentially put everything on the line, you know?"

        

        The ghost of the Grand Magician pointed at Carden.

        

        "Apprentice, I can see your sincerity, but what I'm curious about is your true heart."

        

        "Me?"

        

        "Yes."

        

        I stepped forward to defend Carden.

        

        "Carden has sincerely committed to standing up for the demon race. I vouch for her resolve."

        

        The ghost of the Grand Magician shook his head.

        

        "What I'm wondering is whether she can maintain that resolve after seeing the damage this will cause to the demon race."

        

        "..."

        

        "You decided to pursue the successor position because you were concerned about the suffering of demons under Dantalian's rule, correct?"

        

        "Yes."

        

        "Even knowing that this civil war could cost countless demon lives."

        

        "If we leave Dantalian as he is, the demons will suffer even greater pain from famine and war."

        

        The ghost of the Grand Magician tapped the table.

        

        I interjected.

        

        "Dantalian would never do such a thing!"

        

        The ghost of the Grand Magician wore a skeptical expression.

        

        "Dantalian's ultimate goal is maintaining power. If I were Dantalian, rather than being overthrown by this woman and losing the successor position, I'd choose to keep my position as successor while bearing the anxiety of not having purged unstable elements."

        

        Certainly...

        

        "It's reasonable not to trust Dantalian's words, but in this world, there exists something as absurdly powerful as a soul contract."

        

        "..."

        

        Thinking about it, this was an extremely dangerous assumption.

        

        The Carden I know genuinely loves the demon race.

        

        To seize the successor position by force would inevitably lead to violent conflict.

        

        I thought that someone like her might accept if Dantalian offered such terms, if only to avoid bloodshed.

        

        I could see Carden's eyes wavering at the Grand Magician's words.

        

        "..."

        

        "See, you're silent in the end? To seriously aim for the Demon King's position requires a certain coldness. This woman seems to lack that."

        

        If Carden actually made such a decision, it would put me and the Carde Magic Tower in a difficult position, especially since we'd already taken such active steps as to be marked by the Imperial family.

        

        I wanted to grab Carden's shoulders and desperately persuade her, but thoughts forced by others' pressure tend to crumble quickly.

        

        In the end, she needed to strengthen her resolve on her own.

        

        I remained silent, leaving the decision to Carden.

        

        When we left the room, Carden still looked deeply troubled.

        

        She had been acting on the belief that her becoming Demon King was the only way to protect the happiness of the demon race, but now a potentially better alternative had been presented.

        

        I patted Carden's gloomy-looking shoulders.

        

        "Want to go see the academy?"

        

        I knew that Carden had an unexpectedly strong attachment to the academy.

        

        It was a place she had wanted to visit so badly that she had half-abandoned her privilege as the Demon King's daughter and run away.

        

      

      
        It was where she had met and become close with me, Marine, Serina, and Cani.

        

        It was a place where she could study her beloved magic to her heart's content.

        

        From her second-place finish in the competition to selling rice balls, it held various memories.

        

        Carden twisted her brown hair.

        

        "But it's under construction..."

        

        "It's construction by the Carde Magic Tower. If you're with me, we can just go in."

        

        After a moment of contemplation, Carden nodded so slightly that I wouldn't have noticed if I hadn't been observing her closely.

        

        Before her mood could suddenly change, I took her hand.

        

        Carden flinched momentarily, but we had become close enough that holding hands was no longer embarrassing.

        

        I deliberately chose to walk rather than calling a carriage.

        

        Just seeing the lively atmosphere of the streets would be a good change of mood.

        

        "Hey, big sister, big brother! Buy some cola!"

        

        A small girl was soliciting customers with a basket full of cola.

        

        "Should we buy one?"

        

        Although we had cola stocked at home, street cola occasionally offered a different feeling.

        

        Holding Carden's nodding hand, I approached the girl.

        

        "How much?"

        

        "10 silver!"

        

        It seemed to be one of the inexpensive colas widely available.

        

        I took out one gold coin from my pocket and placed it in the girl's hand.

        

        "Give us two."

        

        The girl was flustered at seeing the gold coin.

        

        She hurriedly searched her pockets, then made a sad face.

        

        "I'm... I'm sorry. I don't have enough change for this much."

        

        I slowly patted the girl's head.

        

        "Keep the change."

        

        "Really?"

        

        "I'm richer than you think. It's fine."

        

        The girl's mouth split with joy.

        

        "Thank you, big sister, big brother! Have a beautiful love!"

        

        The girl handed us each a cool can of cola, nodding repeatedly.

        

        I pressed the cool cola against Carden's cheek while holding her hand tightly.

        

        "Mmm..."

        

        Though it was a cold season, Carden, being a demon, had a slightly higher body temperature than humans.

        

        Because of that, she liked cool things, and when I pressed the cool cola against her cheek, she let out a pleased moan.

        

        "She told us to have a beautiful love, you know?"

        

        "..."

        

        "Hehe, Master, why are your cheeks red? Are you embarrassed?"

        

        "Shut up, my cheeks are red because it's cold!"

        

        And so, drinking cool cola in the middle of winter, we arrived at the academy.

        

        A huge barricade had been set up at the entrance, turning away visitors.

        

        I approached nervously, worried that the magician guarding the entrance might not recognize me.

        

        If we were rejected at the entrance, my boasting to Carden would become an eternal embarrassment.

        

        As Carden and I approached, the magician, who had been wearing an annoyed expression, suddenly straightened up and bowed his head.

        

      

      
        "Welcome, young master!"

        

        "Haha..."

        

        Usually, I would just greet them lightly, but this magician was excessively formal.

        

        Feeling embarrassed by the stares from around us, I received his enthusiastic guidance.

        

        Inside the academy, numerous people were moving construction equipment and carrying out repairs.

        

        The academy paths were being refined, and every existing building was undergoing major reconstruction.

        

        Particularly, a massive new building was being erected in the center of the academy, which would be the Carde Magic Tower's academy branch.

        

        From what I heard, they had offered to undertake major reconstruction in exchange for permission to establish a magic tower branch at the academy. Since they needed to conduct major construction to dig the underground tunnel anyway, they were trying to maximize their benefits.

        

        The magic department students at the academy, which gathered the empire's finest talents, were premium talents coveted by all magic towers.

        

        Establishing a branch within the academy would make it easier to attract them.

        

        "Wow, it's really noisy."

        

        "Yeah, the tunnel noise will be completely buried."

        

        With so many buildings undergoing work simultaneously, the construction noise was considerable.

        

        The sound of digging the underground tunnel was inaudible even if you closed your eyes and concentrated.

        

        I walked toward the building chosen as the connection point for the tunnel.

        

        While every other building was under construction, this one oddly wasn't, which made it stand out.

        

        Well, it probably looked fine on the outside while they were busy digging inside.

        

        As it was a critical location, numerous magicians were guarding the surroundings, but we passed through easily.

        

        "Wow..."

        

        The interior of the building was neatly cleared, with a hole in the center large enough for about two people to enter.

        

        A ladder was placed in the hole; apparently even the mighty Carde Magic Tower found it difficult to install an elevator here.

        

        Kuguugugung.

        

        At that moment, a sound like a train from my previous life echoed from inside the pit.

        

        As I stared with wide eyes, a quick-witted magician scurried over to explain the source of the sound.

        

        "We've laid tracks inside the tunnel and are using them to transport food."

        

        "In such a short time?"

        

        "Hehe, this is the capability of the Carde Magic Tower."

        

        "What about the noise?"

        

        "This building will no longer sell cola and will be closed anyway. The noise isn't loud enough to be heard outside, so it's fine."

        

        In a short time, the magic tower had made astonishing progress.

        

        They seemed to be gradually distributing food under Carden's name. I hoped Carden would see the progress and realize there was no turning back.

        

        ***

        

        In the Demon King's office at the top floor of the Demon King's castle.

        

        "Large quantities of food are being distributed in three rear territories under Carden's name."

        

        Dantalian threw the tobacco pipe he had been holding against the wall and asked.

        

        "Have you caught those distributing the food?"

        

        "They seem to be employing magicians; we haven't caught them."

        

        "You incompetent bastards."

        

        Dantalian threw his monocle to the ground and crushed it with his shoe.

        

        The vassals of the Demon King's castle cowered in fear at Dantalian's wrath, pressing their heads to the floor.

        

        While outwardly expressing anger, Dantalian's mind was working intensely.

        

        Taking out another pipe and inhaling the tobacco smoke, Dantalian gave instructions in a low voice.

        

        "Call the intelligence department."

        

        "So, if Dantalian changes his attitude, accepts the food, and promises not to wage war, will you give up the successor position?"
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        "So, what are we going to do about tea time?"

        

        "Hmm... I wonder?"

        

        An ordinary day.

        

        Gathered in the dining room, we shared some light snacks while contemplating our plans.

        

        Honestly, now that we were all living together, I wondered if having a separate tea time even made sense anymore, but everyone seemed to find some symbolism in it.

        

        I was a bit touched.

        

        Everyone valued it in their own way!

        

        Smiling brightly as I listened to the conversation, Karden was the first to speak up.

        

        "Can't we just drink tea and chat at home?"

        

        "..."

        

        "..."

        

        The atmosphere turned chilly.

        

        Marine didn't seem to mind, but Serina and Kani's gazes were frightening.

        

        "What... what's wrong?"

        

        "We already eat meals together every day! The whole point of tea time is meeting outside the house, not at home!"

        

        "Yeah, yeah."

        

        "Is... is that so?"

        

        Indeed, just gathering in the mansion's dining room to share snacks didn't seem particularly meaningful.

        

        Kani brought out a map with the capital drawn on it from somewhere.

        

        I have no idea why she had that thing.

        

        "Capital expert Kani will introduce some location candidates!"

        

        Kani, who had somehow started speaking casually even to Marine, pulled out a small stick from her pocket.

        

        "Number one, Lyingdre Park. It has an indoor artificial garden, so you can enjoy tea time surrounded by flowers even in winter!"

        

        Seeing flowers in this winter would be nice.

        

        It was a good candidate.

        

        "Number two, Karde Department Store! As you know, it's a newly opened large store with various restaurants inside and many interesting products to look at."

        

        Kani stared at me intently.

        

        "The downside is that while there are places to drink tea, they're open to everyone, so it might be noisy with all the different people."

        

        "Well, that won't work then."

        

        The essence of a tea party is leisurely drinking tea and chatting in a quiet atmosphere.

        

        If the surroundings are noisy, it defeats the purpose.

        

        "However, Karde Department Store has a special place that only certain people can use! Young master, that's possible, right?"

        

        "There's... something like that?"

        

        I'd heard about opening a large magic tower, but I hadn't heard anything about a VIP-exclusive space.

        

        I thought for a moment and nodded.

        

        "It's possible."

        

        We're comrades preparing for rebellion together, so how could I not do this much?

        

        "And the third and final location! It's creating our own tea time place!"

        

        "Uh... what?"

        

        Marine, who had been watching expressionlessly, opened her eyes wide.

        

        Kani's suggestion was that unexpected.

        

        "Actually, both Marine and young master are swimming in money, right?"

        

        "That's... true."

        

        "Then why not create our own dedicated tea time space instead of going somewhere else?"

        

        "..."

        

        Indeed, since money was abundant anyway, creating a space that could be decorated to our liking might not be a bad idea...

        

        It seemed Kani's goal was the third option all along.

        

        Kani first approached Serina and grabbed both her hands.

        

        "Serina, if we make our own building, you can have your own kitchen there!"

        

        "Oh!"

        

      

      
        Serina's eyes grew dreamy—she who always borrowed the academy's cooking room or my mansion's kitchen to cook.

        

        Having her own kitchen would be a dream come true for someone who loves cooking as much as Serina.

        

        "But I'm not in a position to contribute money..."

        

        "Come on, the young master has so much money, he wouldn't mind making one kitchen, right?"

        

        Kani looked at me as she said this.

        

        "Young master, right?"

        

        "Yes, making one kitchen is easy."

        

        Serina's eyes sparkled.

        

        Seeing Serina so happy, Kani's plan didn't seem bad at all.

        

        If money can buy happiness, I should spend it freely.

        

        Having finished persuading Serina, Kani immediately clung to Karden.

        

        "There's a huge advantage to the third option."

        

        "What is it?"

        

        "Karden, you hate going far away, right?"

        

        "...Y-yes?"

        

        "Then we can just build the building nearby! I've already spotted a location that's only a three-minute walk away. That's not too bad, right?"

        

        "Ohhh..."

        

        I wondered when Kani, who rarely leaves the mansion, had time to scout for property.

        

        If she wanted a building that badly, I would have built one for her as a gift, even without the tea time excuse.

        

        Finally, Kani moved on to persuading Marine.

        

        This time, not wanting the conversation to be public, she whispered in Marine's ear.

        

        Marine nodded at each of Kani's words.

        

        "I vote for the third option!"

        

        At some point, her eyes sparkled, and she enthusiastically supported the third option.

        

        I felt dumbfounded as I met Kani's eyes.

        

        "If you were going to push for this, why did you prepare the other options?"

        

        "Well, I needed alternatives in case my persuasion didn't work."

        

        Kani smiled brightly.

        

        I couldn't begin to guess what she was so happy about regarding building this place.

        

        ***

        

        For a change of pace, we decided to eat dinner out.

        

        "Hehe, I was disappointed we couldn't eat there last time, but now we get to!"

        

        The restaurant we chose was the one Kani and Marine had reserved but couldn't visit last time.

        

        Marine awkwardly scratched her head as she got into the carriage.

        

        Just then.

        

        "Y-young master!"

        

        One of the mansion's maids hurriedly approached with a letter in hand.

        

        Wondering what was happening, I took the letter.

        

        [Marine, I'm sorry, but you need to return to the territory. Sporadic battles have begun at the border, and large troop movements have been observed. I thought the war would take at least three months, but the demon race is moving urgently.]

        

        "..."

        

        Feeling a chill run down my spine, I took Marine's hand and helped her out of the carriage.

        

        I handed the letter to Marine, who was tilting her head in confusion.

        

        Her expression hardened as she read the letter.

        

        "Sorry, I have to go."

        

        "No, of course."

        

        She immediately wrapped magic around her legs, preparing to depart.

        

        If Marine was willing to endure the physical toll, she could return to the north much faster than by carriage.

        

        After a moment's hesitation, I grabbed Marine's shoulder as she was about to leave.

        

        Marine was surprised when I held her back.

        

        I swallowed hard.

        

      

      
        "Please, stay safe."

        

        Marine, who had been looking dazed, smiled faintly.

        

        "Of course, I'm a Sword Master, remember? I'll wipe out any demon that comes my way."

        

        I hesitated for a moment before making one request.

        

        "There will come a time when the demons' movements noticeably weaken. From the northern perspective, it will seem like an opportunity."

        

        "Huh?"

        

        "When that happens, trust me and don't attack."

        

        "...Why?"

        

        I gripped Marine's shoulders.

        

        "Will you trust me just this once?"

        

        If everything goes according to plan and Karden convinces the forces stationed at the front, they will become our allies.

        

        I didn't want unnecessary conflicts causing casualties.

        

        And I didn't want Marine to get hurt by joining the fight.

        

        After staring into my eyes for a moment, Marine murmured.

        

        "If you grant me one request."

        

        If it was Marine's request, I could grant anything.

        

        I nodded, expressing my willingness to listen.

        

        With flushed cheeks, Marine glanced at me nervously before slowly opening her mouth.

        

        "If I return safely... will you marr—mmph?"

        

        Oh no.

        

        Seeing Marine about to raise a classic death flag, I panicked and quickly kissed her to prevent her from completing the sentence.

        

        Marine's eyes widened as our lips met.

        

        Our first kiss tasted sweetly of strawberries.

        

        Thinking that Marine must use strawberry-flavored toothpaste, I kissed her until she was too dazed to even think about raising death flags.

        

        Since Marine was now getting along well with our other friends, there was no need to hold back on closing the distance between us.

        

        A farewell kiss for Marine heading to the battlefield seemed appropriate.

        

        As long as she didn't raise death flags like "marriage promises" upon returning from war.

        

        I kept our first kiss pure, without using tongue, worried that it might cross into the category of "sexual relations."

        

        Marine tried to slip her tongue in slightly, but I closed my eyes and refused.

        

        Fortunately, understanding my intention, Marine was satisfied with our pure kiss and smiled brightly.

        

        Phew...

        

        Unable to hold Marine back any longer, I carefully separated our lips, leaving a thread of saliva stretched between us.

        

        Contrary to my worry that she might throw another death flag as soon as the kiss ended, Marine quietly touched her lips.

        

        I quietly pulled her into my arms and stroked her hair.

        

        "Marine, take care of yourself. Don't put yourself in dangerous situations. I'm sorry for the soldiers, but let them handle most things."

        

        Marine enjoyed my caresses and spoke haltingly.

        

        "Letters."

        

        "Hmm?"

        

        "Will you write me letters?"

        

        I wondered if letters might also be related to death clichés, but decided they were within acceptable limits.

        

        The problem would be if the letters suddenly stopped.

        

        I nodded with a bright smile.

        

        Seeing my smile, Marine seemed to make up her mind and with a determined expression...

        

        *Smooch*

        

        She planted a quick kiss on my cheek and left without looking back.

        

        Someone who didn't know Marine well might think she left coldheartedly.

        

        But I, who knew her well, understood that she left so abruptly because she didn't want to leave me, and she needed to be strong against those feelings.

        

        So I slowly waved goodbye, praying for Marine's well-being.

        

        After Marine's figure disappeared, I headed toward the carriage.

        

        I still had work to do.
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        I boarded the carriage and immediately announced that war had broken out.

        

        "Gasp..."

        

        "How..."

        

        Kani and Serina showed sympathetic reactions, while Carden's face turned deathly pale.

        

        I grabbed Carden's shoulder.

        

        "Calm down, we just need to follow the plan."

        

        When the war started, Carden was scheduled to meet with the dukes in the frontline regions through a passage.

        

        For a smooth meeting, mages from the Carde Magic Tower had already infiltrated and finished bribing several demons.

        

        "Ugh... is this really the right choice? Could this have been resolved if I had negotiated with Dantalian?"

        

        Though Carden had firmly believed in his judgment, after hearing the ghost's words, his confidence seemed to be faltering.

        

        If Carden didn't make a decision here, it would be extremely troublesome for both the Carde Magic Tower and myself.

        

        With a sense of mission that I must persuade him, I placed my hand on Carden's shoulder to convince him.

        

        At that moment.

        

        BOOM! BANG!

        

        Explosions erupted around us. I instinctively pushed down on Carden's shoulder beside me and ducked.

        

        "Kyaaak!"

        

        On the opposite side, Serina embraced and protected Kani's body.

        

        Eeeeee.

        

        A ringing sound filled my ears from the explosion.

        

        Amidst the chaos, I calmly cast a defensive spell.

        

        "Vines of Life."

        

        Vines grew from the ground, surrounding the carriage.

        

        This was the first attack I'd experienced since first arriving at the Academy.

        

        I didn't know who was behind the attack, but given my position, it wasn't surprising to be targeted.

        

        "What should we do?"

        

        "For now, let's hold out in the carriage."

        

        Serina was already drawing up her mana, and Carden pulled down the hat he always carried and drew upon his demonic power.

        

        We had enough strength to repel ordinary attackers, but we were in a position where we needed to protect Kani, who had no power.

        

        Moreover, this was my residence.

        

        Naturally, there were many skilled knights here.

        

        I decided to trust them and chose not to rashly venture outside.

        

        If time dragged on, the capital's guard would be dispatched.

        

        The longer we held out, the more advantageous it would be.

        

        Shing.

        

        "Huk."

        

        The sound of attackers drawing sharp swords rang out from outside, and Carden flinched.

        

        "What's wrong?"

        

        I asked while casting more protective spells around us.

        

        Carden bit his lip and said.

        

        "I sense faint demonic energy... They've hidden it perfectly, but the enemy seems to be demons."

        

        Kani's face turned pale, and Serina's eyes sharpened.

        

        'Could it be that Dantalian...'

        

        No matter how poor the relationship between Dantalian and Carden, Dantalian was still Carden's blood.

        

        If he found out that his own blood had tried to assassinate him, Carden would be devastated.

        

        Judging by his expression, Carden seemed to have guessed the culprit even without saying it.

        

        "Reveal yourselves!"

        

        The battle between the knights who had gathered at the sound and the attackers began.

        

        Clang! Clang!

        

        With our view of the outside blocked, only the sound of clashing swords could be heard, amplifying our fear as we couldn't assess the situation.

        

      

      
        "Shouldn't we help them?"

        

        "..."

        

        Rationally, I knew that holding out was the answer, but the gradually diminishing noise raised my anxiety.

        

        Would it be more problematic to remain here and be surrounded?

        

        Could attackers from the demon realm really not break through my plant magic?

        

        I made a decision.

        

        "Let's go out."

        

        Serina and Carden nodded with grim expressions, and Kani bit her trembling lips, trying to gather her wits.

        

        Of course, I had no intention of engaging in a full-frontal battle with the attackers.

        

        The best strategy against attackers was to drag it into a prolonged battle.

        

        The attackers seemed to have targeted the moment when Swordmaster Marine had left, but...

        

        There was one powerful individual in the residence who rivaled Marine.

        

        "On the count of three, we run to the room where the mage ghost is."

        

        Everyone agreed, having visited the room before.

        

        Whatever means the attackers had prepared, they couldn't overcome the power of an archmage.

        

        "One."

        

        I checked my combat resources.

        

        "Two."

        

        I mentally mapped our route once outside.

        

        "Three."

        

        I cleared my mind.

        

        Serina took the lead, opening the carriage door, followed by me, Kani, and Carden in that order.

        

        Since Carden and I were relatively physically weaker, we positioned the physically stronger Serina and Carden at the front and back for protection.

        

        The situation outside the carriage was dire.

        

        Most of the knights had fallen helplessly, with only the vice-captain and a few knights remaining, swords locked in combat.

        

        With a heavy heart, I shouted to them.

        

        "Retreat!"

        

        Then I sprinted at full speed toward the interior of the residence.

        

        Some of the attackers, who seemed to number at least several dozen, began pursuing us.

        

        They ran at an impossible speed that no human could achieve.

        

        Carden threw off his hat and drew upon his demonic power to the maximum.

        

        "Lord Carden, come quietly!"

        

        As I suspected, their target was Carden.

        

        Recognizing Carden, the attackers charged forward, snorting.

        

        I mentally timed it and threw the bomb that the Magic Tower Master had given me.

        

        Since the attackers had already used bombs, I had an excuse if an investigation followed.

        

        BOOM!

        

        The bombs exploded, and the three attackers at the forefront were caught in the blast, becoming headless ghosts.

        

        I could understand why the Imperial Family was so sensitive about these matters.

        

        During that time, we successfully entered the residence.

        

        Fortunately, the rest of the servants seemed to have already taken shelter.

        

        Though Carden and Serina didn't say anything, they instinctively threw nearby furniture at the entrance to hinder the pursuers.

        

        "Thorn Trap."

        

        I set up sharp thorns on the ground.

        

        Kani, who was slower, was somehow being carried by Carden.

        

        Just when I thought we had successfully evaded pursuit...

        

        BOOM.

        

        The floor of the residence was breached, and attackers appeared.

        

        "Shit, did you dig a tunnel?"

        

        Amazed by their remarkable digging skills, I cursed and cast a spell.

        

      

      
        "Wind Cutter."

        

        Though it wasn't my unique magic, I had some talent in general spells.

        

        Eight blade-like wind streams rained down on the attackers.

        

        Then, a demon stepped forward.

        

        As he spread his palm, my magic was reflected and instead came crashing down on us.

        

        "Kugh..."

        

        Though I reacted just in time, the magic grazed my cheek.

        

        I did have a protective barrier through my engagement ring, but I decided to save it.

        

        "Hendel!"

        

        Serina screamed, seeing the blood on my cheek.

        

        Kani, whom I was most worried about, was fortunately safe thanks to Serina's help.

        

        Serina's face turned pale at the sight of my blood.

        

        'Ah, it's not good to panic in this combat situation.'

        

        CRASH!

        

        Meanwhile, Carden was engaged in fierce combat with the attackers rushing at him.

        

        "..."

        

        Fortunately, contrary to my concern, Serina quickly regained her composure.

        

        Then, she handed the trembling Kani to me.

        

        "Protect Kani."

        

        "What about you?"

        

        "I need to fight at the front too."

        

        Carden, who had drawn 100% of his demonic power, was a powerful individual who could barely match Swordmaster Marine.

        

        In contrast, Serina was just an ordinary knight department student.

        

        Though she was an excellent student with outstanding grades in the knight department, realistically, her skills didn't even come close to Carden's.

        

        "Will you be okay? It'll be tough."

        

        These were skilled fighters that even Carden, with near-Swordmaster abilities, was struggling against.

        

        I couldn't imagine Serina fighting effectively among them.

        

        Despite my concerns, Serina wore a determined expression.

        

        "I can't just stand by while they hurt my friend."

        

        The usually smiling Serina now had a sharp gaze with blood splattered on her face, creating an ominous atmosphere.

        

        "Alright, I'll support you as much as I can from the back."

        

        I trusted the unusual Serina and stepped back.

        

        "Thank you."

        

        With a brief acknowledgment, Serina broke a nearby glass decoration and gripped a large shard.

        

        Woong.

        

        Serina's magic intensely enveloped the shard.

        

        Surprisingly, Serina's magic had a pink hue.

        

        'Could it be...'

        

        Serina's pink magic not only covered the glass shard but took the form of a sword.

        

        Serina didn't seem to notice her transformation.

        

        "..."

        

        Casting support magic, I was left speechless at the impossible sight.

        

        How could this make any sense?

        

        Until now, Serina had, at best, skills at the upper Sword Expert level.

        

        Even though the difficulty of breaking through barriers varies from person to person...

        

        I suddenly recalled that Serina occupied the "protagonist" position in this world.

        

        When protagonists face crises, they awaken hidden abilities.

        

        Especially when the person in danger is "precious" to them.

        

        It seems Serina values me more than I had imagined.

        

        Silently, I prayed for the attackers' souls.
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        "Um... that mana?"

        

        The attackers were shocked.

        

        They must have thought there would be no obstacles with Marine gone from the estate, so they couldn't help but be surprised when another Sword Master suddenly appeared.

        

        Carden, who hadn't noticed Serina's mana while confronting the demons, turned his head when the demons started murmuring.

        

        "Se... Serina?"

        

        Carden's eyes trembled as he saw Serina's mana.

        

        "Hmph."

        

        Instead of her usual carefree smile, Serina wore a frightening expression as she swung her sword horizontally.

        

        SLASH!

        

        Serina's sword cut through the air, creating a powerful sonic boom, and the attackers, unable to defend themselves, were pushed back.

        

        The attackers suddenly found themselves on the defensive.

        

        They exchanged glances.

        

        Then five attackers rushed toward Serina.

        

        I couldn't understand their thinking.

        

        They must know it's a futile attack against a Sword Master...

        

        That's when I felt a chill run down my spine.

        

        I instinctively raised my ring.

        

        CLANG!

        

        The sword strike aimed at Cani was blocked by the protective magic of my engagement ring.

        

        "Tch, everyone focus on that red-haired woman!"

        

        Serina, who had been slaughtering the attackers, turned around urgently, but many attackers had already reached Cani and me.

        

        Swords came from all directions, leaving no escape route.

        

        Holding Cani in my arms, I closed my eyes and chanted a spell.

        

        "'Armor of Thorns, Resolve of the Cactus.'"

        

        BOOM!

        

        When the swords hit my body, a massive explosion occurred.

        

        True to a Grand Magician's magic, my body appeared unharmed on the outside despite taking sword strikes.

        

        But the intact appearance was limited to the exterior; my insides were thoroughly shaken.

        

        *Cough*

        

        When I coughed, blood splattered, staining Cani's face.

        

        "M-Master!"

        

        Cani's eyes trembled frantically.

        

        BOOM! BOOM! BOOM!

        

        After I withstood one sword strike, Serina returned and slaughtered the attackers with ferocious sword swings.

        

        Cani, still in my arms, saw my blood and tore a piece of her skirt to stop the bleeding, but I had internal injuries, not external wounds, so her hands hovered helplessly.

        

        I firmly grasped Cani's unsettled hands.

        

        "It's okay, I'm not dead yet."

        

        What worried me more was Serina, who was sweeping away the attackers while emitting intense mana.

        

        Even though she had become a Sword Master, Serina was a novice who had just broken through the wall.

        

        Using that much mana would inevitably lead to severe aftereffects.

        

        Numerous attackers fell to the ground, leaving only one who appeared to be their leader.

        

        I shouted while coughing up blood.

        

        "We need to keep him alive..."

        

        It was a good opportunity to extract information.

        

        "I'd rather die than be captured."

        

        The intelligence chief pulled out something like a pill from his pocket.

        

      

      
        Serina hurriedly swung her sword to cut down the pill, but—

        

        Gulp.

        

        The intelligence chief swallowed the pill first.

        

        "Urgh..."

        

        The chief's body turned red.

        

        "W-what is this..."

        

        Serina was bewildered by the chief's strange appearance.

        

        With an ominous feeling, I urgently shouted.

        

        "He's going to explode! Run!"

        

        I was already running with Cani in my arms, and Carden and Serina, with their superior physical abilities, fled like the wind.

        

        BOOM!

        

        Just as we rushed outside the mansion.

        

        A thunderous sound was heard.

        

        I covered Cani protectively as I ducked down, waited for five seconds, then slowly opened my eyes.

        Surprisingly, the mansion was intact.

        

        "What...?"

        

        I had expected a tremendous explosion, but the reaction was underwhelming.

        

        "Should we go back in?"

        

        Carden seemed curious about what happened to the chief.

        

        "No, there could be a secondary collapse."

        

        I blocked Carden from entering and waited.

        

        After some time passed.

        

        A head peeked out from the mansion.

        

        "Huh!"

        

        Serina instinctively reacted by sending a sword energy.

        

        Clang!

        

        Simultaneously, thorny vines grew from the ground and defended against the sword energy.

        

        "Master...?"

        

        "Yes, I've contained the explosion, so don't worry and come in."

        

        The chief's flesh pieces were scattered throughout the mansion, but surprisingly, the building was intact.

        

        "I was sleeping when the commotion outside woke me up, and the house nearly blew away."

        

        Though I wished he had helped earlier, I was grateful that he protected the mansion, so I bowed my head.

        

        "Thank you."

        

        "Sure, sure."

        

        The Grand Magician Ghost glanced at Carden and Serina, who wore serious expressions.

        

        "The Demon King's daughter and two Sword Masters. Our disciple has quite the luck with women."

        

        "..."

        

        "So, daughter of the Demon King, have you made up your mind?"

        

        Carden raised her head at the Grand Magician Ghost's words and nodded.

        

        "Yes, Dantalian has already crossed the line. I won't hesitate anymore."

        

        "I see."

        

        Being attacked was unfortunate, but Carden making up her mind was a positive development.

        

        After confirming that the interior was intact, we immediately went outside the mansion.

        

        Outside, the security forces, who had arrived late, were collecting the knights' bodies, and we encountered the security captain who was about to enter the building.

        

        The security captain looked like he was about to die.

        

        A baron's son had been attacked in the middle of the capital, yet the security forces arrived only after the situation ended.

        

        Unfortunately, the security captain would likely lose his position.

        

        I questioned him accusingly.

      

      
        

        "Why were you so late?"

        

        "I apologize... There were major terrorist attacks throughout the capital today, and when the report came in, we had no personnel available to dispatch..."

        

        To mobilize enough forces to cause terrorism throughout the capital.

        

        I could feel how desperate the Intelligence Department was to capture Carden.

        

        It would have been a huge success if they had succeeded, but the Intelligence Department ultimately failed and lost many high-ranking personnel.

        

        This failure would be a painful blow to Dantalian.

        

        No, I would make sure of it.

        

        ***

        

        BANG! BANG! BANG!

        

        "How could you mess this up so badly!"

        

        In the Demon King's castle, Dantalian's office.

        

        Dantalian was raging at the Intelligence Department head, who was kneeling before him.

        

        "What? You can't contact your agents? Haven't you heard that Carden's forces are stirring up trouble in the demon realm? The rumors calling me a coward trying to assassinate my own blood? Seeing how confident Carden's forces are, you must have failed!"

        

        The Intelligence Department head wiped the sweat dripping from his bald forehead, looking miserable.

        

        Already losing face for failing to catch Carden's forces that were systematically interfering, now the operation that bet the fate of the Intelligence Department had also failed.

        

        "You said it would be possible if Marine wasn't there! And Marine is rampaging on the front lines right now! How do you explain this?"

        

        The Intelligence Department head couldn't offer any excuses, having never imagined they would fail after deploying forces of this scale.

        

        According to the Intelligence Department's calculations, it would be impossible to stop their elite agents without a Sword Master-level fighter.

        

        But the Empire's two Sword Masters were already dominating the front lines.

        

        The Intelligence Department head, who never imagined another Sword Master would appear in the Empire, could only assume they had been extremely unlucky.

        

        Dantalian smashed his fifth pipe of the day and put a sixth tobacco pipe in his mouth.

        

        "You can't catch Carden's minions who are distributing food and stirring up trouble in the rear, and you can't catch Carden either. Surely you've prepared a way to make up for this?"

        

        The Intelligence Department head swallowed hard and bowed his head.

        

        "Our department has recently discovered an ancient document."

        

        "Ancient...?"

        

        "Have you heard the story that one of the past Demon Kings dug underground tunnels?"

        

        "I've heard rumors, but dismissed them as nonsense."

        

        "That Demon King not only researched tunnels but also methods to use extinct dinosaurs as an army."

        

        "Dinosaurs?"

        

        Seeing Dantalian's interest, the Intelligence Department head, relieved that he wouldn't lose his head today, continued.

        

        "Yes, according to the records, they have abilities that can match upper-rank Sword Expert knights."

        

        "..."

        

        Dantalian drummed his fingers on the throne.

        

        "How many?"

        

        "According to the records, they number in the thousands."

        

        "Thousands..."

        

        "More importantly, with the discovery of this record, there's a high possibility that the tunnels dug by the previous Demon King actually exist."

        

        Dantalian's eyes flashed.

        

        "The Intelligence Department suspects that Carden's forces are using the tunnels dug by the previous Demon King. That would explain how they keep obtaining food from somewhere."

        

        Dantalian's mind raced.

        

        If he could obtain an army of thousands of dinosaurs and find the location of the tunnels...

        

        He could not only crush the forces Carden had built but also make the conquest of the human realm more than just a dream.

        

        Dantalian imagined it in his mind.

        

        Himself, leading thousands of dinosaur troops to destroy Carden's headquarters.

        

        Himself, after the contract period with the Imperial Princess ends, sweeping through the Empire via the tunnels and launching a conquest of the human realm.

        

        Dantalian's eyes turned red.

        

        "I'll provide all the support you need. Make sure you succeed."
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        Academy Underground Passage.

        

        Our group was heading toward the demon realm through the underground passage.

        

        Our destination was the frontlines of the demon realm, where a large-scale battle was currently raging with the Deripozer family.

        

        According to rumors, the battle wasn't as intense as expected, which suggested that Marine was adjusting things well after hearing my advice.

        

        "Wow..."

        

        Serina exclaimed in admiration as she looked at the interior of the tunnel.

        

        After being attacked by demons, I could no longer keep it secret, so I honestly explained the current situation to Kani and Serina.

        

        They were involved now, after all.

        

        After hearing my explanation, Serina volunteered to be an escort and agreed to participate in the negotiations.

        

        Certainly, having a Sword Master would not only provide protection but also give us leverage in negotiations with the dukes at the front.

        

        The fact that Serina had become a Sword Master was only disclosed to the Karde Magic Tower, where secrecy was guaranteed by contract.

        

        If the Imperial family got wind of it, their opposition would only intensify.

        

        They were already showing sensitive reactions to having two Sword Masters; with three, they would foam at the mouth with opposition.

        

        We traveled together on a cart transporting food supplies and arrived at the first passage to the demon realm.

        

        "You've arrived?"

        

        The magicians bowed their heads.

        

        Dozens of magicians were stationed in front of the first passage to the demon realm.

        

        I could see combat magical tools deployed, seemingly in preparation for any potential battle.

        

        "Should we go up right away?"

        

        "Yes, someone is waiting above to guide you."

        

        It seemed that the preliminary negotiations with the dukes had already been completed, perhaps thanks to the money and food that the Karde Magic Tower had distributed.

        

        "The dukes have already been given some hints and roughly understand the situation. What they want is Karden's strong resolve. Please do your best."

        

        Leaving behind the bowing magician, we ascended the passage.

        

        Upon climbing up, we arrived at a secluded cave.

        

        Aware of the construction noise that could be heard nearby, the path through the cave was minimally paved, but there was no problem walking on it.

        

        At the cave entrance, a blue-skinned demon and a magician were waiting.

        

        "You are...?"

        

        "Oh... Princess... you really came."

        

        Karden and the demon seemed to know each other, showing surprise.

        

        "This person is the head butler of the Demon King's castle."

        

        Hearing Karden's explanation, the demon let out a hearty laugh.

        

        "Haha, that's in the past. Now I've been dismissed and forcibly brought to the frontlines."

        

        The head butler of the Demon King's castle could be compared to the head chamberlain of the Imperial family.

        

        That would make him a high-ranking official, yet even such officials were being sent to the frontlines.

        

        I could sense Dantalian's determination to clean house and eliminate all dissidents at once.

        

        "Please follow me."

        

        The demon smiled and began to lead the way.

        

        "I'll cast a spell on you for a moment."

        

        The magician who had been standing beside us cast a simple disguise spell on us.

        

        In Karden's case, she was given a hood to hide her horns.

        

        As we walked out of the cave, we saw a bright red sky.

      

      
        

        I had heard that the sky turns redder the deeper you go into the demon realm beyond the border, but seeing it directly was truly fascinating.

        

        It was clearly the same sky, yet somehow only this area had a bright red sky.

        

        As we walked while admiring the sky, we came upon a small hut.

        

        The demon and the magician stopped in front of the hut.

        

        "This is the hut. If you go inside and set the clock to 1:11, a specially designed spatial magic will activate, allowing you to meet the demon realm dukes."

        

        After hearing the magician's explanation, we entered the hut.

        

        The hut looked like an ordinary home.

        

        Clothes were strewn about, and there were even leftover food, making the disguise seem natural.

        

        While Serina tensely and quietly gathered her mana, I turned the hour and minute hands of the clock.

        

        Tick-tock~

        

        After a short, intense clock sound, we found ourselves in a banquet hall.

        

        Under the brilliant chandeliers with lively music playing, dozens of pairs of eyes were fixed on us as we opened our eyes.

        

        "Hmm, it is indeed Princess Karden."

        

        "It's been a long time, Princess."

        

        The dukes who confirmed our identities rose from their seats and bowed their heads respectfully.

        

        "Grandpa Andromalius. It's been a while."

        

        "Haha."

        

        "Gamigin, you've lost some weight."

        

        "Of course, Princess."

        

        They seemed to be familiar faces to Karden, as she even exchanged light embraces with some of them.

        

        There were 15 demon realm dukes gathered here.

        

        Out of the 37 dukes who weren't aligned with Dantalian, 22 had been exiled to the frontlines, meaning about two-thirds of the exiled dukes were attending this banquet.

        

        Considering that some dukes might agree with the cause but chose not to attend out of safety concerns, it was fair to say that virtually all the exiled nobles supported Karden.

        

        After greeting Karden, the dukes also showed interest in Serina and me.

        

        "So you're the one who made cola. Nice to meet you."

        

        From a duke who welcomed me as the cola creator...

        

        "Thank you for the food. Those hardtacks were quite tasty."

        

        "Next time, I'll supply an improved version."

        

        To a duke who appreciated the food supplies.

        

        I was surprised by their unexpectedly friendly attitude.

        

        After exchanging greetings with each one, a man with a massive build who had remained seated approached with heavy steps.

        

        Having studied in advance, I recognized him as Agareth, the second-ranked duke.

        

        After paying his respects to Karden, he walked toward me.

        

        He was undoubtedly the central figure among the exiled dukes.

        

        Befitting his rank, he possessed formidable military power and armies.

        

        "Pleased to meet you. I am Agareth, the second-ranked duke."

        

        The sight of a demon realm duke greeting me so respectfully was quite something.

        

        "Yes, I am Hendel Edger, heir to the Edger County."

        

        I tried not to show my nervousness as I politely returned his greeting.

        

        Agareth observed me for a moment before breaking into a hearty laugh.

        

        "I never expected to see traces of Duke Frederick here."

        

      

      
        "You... you knew my master?"

        

        I was shocked, knowing that my master had last been alive 500 years ago.

        

        Even though demons have long lifespans, they couldn't live for 500 years.

        

        Sensing my confusion, Agareth laughed.

        

        "The flower garden that Duke Frederick gifted to my father still remains at our residence. As expected of flowers left by a grand magician, they emit a subtle mana that, coincidentally, matches Count Hendel's."

        

        It seems he didn't just guard tunnels; he even created flower gardens for demon duke families.

        

        Agareth, who had become strangely friendly, secretly sent me a telepathic message with a serious expression.

        

        [Don't be alarmed.]

        

        No sooner had he finished speaking than Agareth's sword sliced through the neck of Murmur, who was sitting nearby.

        

        A few dukes were startled by Agareth's sudden action, while the majority maintained their composure.

        

        Soon after, the heads of the startled minority flew into the air.

        

        My mind raced as I tried to deduce what was happening.

        

        They had traitors among them but remained quiet, only dealing with them after becoming friendly toward me...

        

        I quietly said, "You were testing the waters, weren't you?"

        

        Agareth smiled mischievously, a look that didn't match his large build.

        

        "Even dukes need to create escape routes for themselves, don't they?"

        

        According to my deduction, the frontline dukes centered around Agareth couldn't fully trust Karden.

        

        So they pretended to go along with some dukes who wanted to report to Dantalian, creating an escape route for themselves, while deciding to judge whether they could trust Karden after seeing her in person.

        

        If Karden showed qualities worthy of a Demon King, they would behead the traitor dukes and actively support her.

        

        If they were disappointed in Karden, they would side with the traitor dukes and hand her over to Dantalian—a double strategy.

        

        Boom boom boom.

        

        "Reinforcements have arrived!"

        

        Just then, there was a knocking sound at the banquet hall door.

        

        If they had entered through the hut, they would have appeared directly inside the banquet hall, so they must not know about the hut.

        

        "So, what will you do now?"

        

        I understood creating an escape route, but thanks to that, the situation had become quite complicated.

        

        Looking at Agareth with a reproachful gaze, he asked teasingly, "You managed to defeat intelligence agents, can't you handle this much?"

        

        I smiled wryly.

        

        "Of course I can. Thousand Thorns!"

        

        A thousand cactus thorns appeared behind me.

        

        Each with power comparable to an arrow, these thorns would target the hearts of enemies when they opened the door.

        

        "No, Hendel, you can step back."

        

        Serina, who had been observing the situation, stepped forward.

        

        "Oh, what courage from a seemingly powerless girl. Aren't you Count Edger's lover?"

        

        Strictly speaking, I wasn't Count Edger yet, but I didn't bother to correct him.

        

        I grinned at the surprised Agareth.

        

        "There are probably fewer than five people in this world who could defeat Serina."

        

        "Haha, what a joke."

        

        Agareth dismissed my sincerity as a joke.

        

        Woooong.

        

        "...I see I was right to side with Lady Karden."

        

        He became subdued after seeing Serina's pink sword aura.
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        The door swung open, and the demons who had been wearing bright smiles froze in place.

        

        "Uh...?"

        

        They seemed thoroughly prepared, with hundreds of demons holding weapons, but they appeared extremely bewildered by the sight that greeted them when the door opened.

        

        Well, it was understandable. Opening the door to find a Sword Master suddenly appearing would be quite shocking.

        

        If I were them, I would have screamed in terror and fled.

        

        "Three Sword Masters in the Empire..."

        

        "The war was destined to fail from the start..."

        

        Even the dukes of Agareth's faction were horrified at the sight of Serina's pink sword.

        

        Though they hadn't fought with their full strength, they must have witnessed Marineh and the Northern Grand Duke's abilities firsthand at the border.

        

        They probably understood the terror of Sword Masters better than anyone.

        

        "Retreat! Retreat!"

        

        The one who appeared to be the demons' leader surprisingly quickly abandoned any lingering attachment and led the retreat.

        

        Even in a direct confrontation, Sword Master Serina would overwhelm them, let alone when they showed their backs?

        

        They were all good prey for Serina.

        

        Her pink sword energy soared nimbly, dancing brilliantly like farmers' sickles in autumn, harvesting the demons' necks.

        

        "I'll take the right."

        

        "I'll handle the left!"

        

        The dukes, who had been admiring Serina's magnificence, moved their heavy bodies forward and personally cut down the demons' necks.

        

        Understanding the value of a Sword Master, they knew it was best to keep the information about having one more Sword Master a secret.

        

        With Serina and the individually powerful dukes joining the fray, not a single demon escaped; they were completely annihilated.

        

        Agareth, who had been leisurely watching the scene, confirmed that the situation was completely resolved before kneeling respectfully and extending his hand to Carmen.

        

        "I and the twelve Demon Realm Dukes hereby swear to support Carden with all our might. Will you accept us, Your Majesty?"

        

        "I accept. I, Carden, also swear to fulfill my responsibilities as your king."

        

        'Good.'

        

        It was slightly different from what I had expected, but I smiled with satisfaction since this expedition had ultimately been successful.

        

        One of the biggest quests in making Carden the Demon King: cleared.

        

        ***

        

        Deripozer territory, Malbus village defense line.

        

        While soldiers in sturdy armor guarded the barricades with determined eyes.

        

        Boom~ Boom~

        

        As the massive drum sounds echoed, tens of thousands of demons began to appear over the horizon.

        

        'Sigh, so it begins again today.'

        

        Marineh, who had been engaged in minor skirmishes with demons for several days, sighed briefly while fidgeting with the engagement ring on her finger.

        

        The demons, whom she had expected to attack with hundreds of thousands of troops from the beginning, were surprisingly just repeating small skirmishes and wasting time.

        

        As if performing a play.

        

        Even though the opponent didn't seem serious, they were still enemies, so Marineh drew up her mana as she watched the approaching demons.

        

        To minimize casualties among her soldiers, she, as a Sword Master, needed to move more actively.

        

        "Everyone, stay alert!"

        

        "Shield bearers, forward! Spearmen, loosen up your hands!"

        

        "Archer battalion 2, ready to fire!"

        

      

      
        The soldiers reported their readiness as they felt the battle approaching.

        

        Thud-thud-thud-thud!

        

        Tens of thousands of demons were charging forward with great momentum, making thunderous footsteps.

        

        Just as Marineh was about to leap into the battlefield with mana wrapped around her legs.

        

        Suddenly, the demons' advance stopped.

        

        "What's going on?"

        

        "Don't let your guard down! They're demons. They might use some strange sorcery!"

        

        The soldiers were confused by the demons' abrupt halt.

        

        'What are they thinking?'

        

        Marineh was equally perplexed.

        

        In battle, breakthrough power is most important for the attacker.

        

        Yet they were diminishing their own momentum and reducing their breakthrough power.

        

        As she watched them blankly, an even more surprising event unfolded.

        

        The demons began pointing their swords and spears at each other, starting internal strife.

        

        Some demons were being one-sidedly slaughtered.

        

        Through her battles, Marineh knew which duke's forces were being attacked.

        

        Rank 33 Gaap, Rank 54 Murmur, Rank 62 Valac.

        

        All of them were units of dukes who had been actively participating in this war.

        

        "W-what's happening?"

        

        "Am I seeing things wrong?"

        

        As the soldiers and knights were all confused, Marineh recalled the meaningful words Hendel had left her.

        

        'Hendel, what exactly are you up to?'

        

        Thud-thud-thud-thud!

        

        After the three dukes' forces were one-sidedly massacred, the remaining demons retreated in an orderly fashion.

        

        "Lady Marineh, shall we pursue them?"

        

        It's common knowledge that there's no weaker enemy than one retreating from battle.

        

        Most battle achievements typically come from attacking retreating enemies.

        

        At her aide's question, Marineh pondered briefly but shook her head, remembering Hendel's request.

        

        "No, let's not pursue. It's too suspicious. It could be a trap."

        

        "Understood."

        

        After confirming the demons had completely disappeared, Marineh immediately returned to her territory.

        

        Thinking she should ask Hendel about this in a letter.

        

        ***

        

        "I'm amazed this tunnel actually exists..."

        

        Agareth marveled at the tunnel that was still being developed.

        

        Carts loaded with hardtack were being transported non-stop along the rails, and newly installed lighting brightened the tunnel's atmosphere.

        

        Eighteen dukes followed behind Agareth.

        

        The dukes who had been cautiously observing without participating in the banquet pledged their loyalty to Carden after Agareth expressed his active support, following the prevailing trend.

        

        Like Agareth, the dukes admired the tunnel.

        

        "This is truly an impressive level of technology."

        

        "To think such technology existed in the Demon Realm..."

        

      

      
        I walked with the dukes who had readily agreed to help with Carden's propaganda in the rear, heading toward the end of the tunnel connected to the Demon Realm's rear.

        

        "What is that?"

        

        "D-dinosaurs?"

        

        The dukes, who had been admiring the tunnels, drooled at the sight of dinosaur murals at the end of the tunnel.

        

        Dozens of magicians were clustered around the mural depicting dinosaurs, conducting investigations.

        

        "It seems to be traces of a dinosaur army."

        

        "Did such a thing really exist?"

        

        "It appears the previous Demon King prepared it."

        

        "My goodness..."

        

        The mural depicting thousands of dinosaurs was truly magnificent.

        

        But remembering that actual dinosaurs had emerged when the mural was pressed, I was conducting extensive purification work on those murals with an uneasy feeling.

        

        Although the investigation detected no particular reaction, you never know.

        

        I wanted to destroy them completely, but was told it might cause problems with the tunnel, so we agreed to just take various magical measures.

        

        With this level of purification magic and magical tools, even ancient magic should be neutralized.

        

        The ghost archmage guaranteed the effectiveness, saying even his own magic couldn't withstand such thorough purification.

        

        Receiving greetings from the busy magicians, we climbed up the tunnel connected to the rear.

        

        The fifteen dukes positioned in the rear weren't part of Dantalian's faction, but they weren't particularly hostile to him either.

        

        Therefore, more effort would be needed to persuade them.

        

        Although we were already forming public opinion by distributing food on a large scale, food alone wasn't enough to convince the dukes.

        

        "I'm counting on you, Dukes."

        

        "Haha, don't worry. Now that we're in the same boat, we'll help with our lives."

        

        "Many dukes in the rear aren't fond of Dantalian. Leave it to us."

        

        "With Princess Carden, everyone will support her."

        

        Thus, the most important factors in the persuasion efforts in the rear were Carden and the dukes from the front.

        

        My job in the rear would purely be supervising the food issue and escorting Carden.

        

        Well, Serina would probably handle most of Carden's protection.

        

        ***

        

        "Ugh..."

        

        Though she stayed at home and rolled around in Hendel's bed that she loved, Cani wasn't in a good mood.

        

        'To think I'm the only powerless one in the Great Hendel Harem...'

        

        While Carden, Marineh, and now even Serina had awakened powerful combat abilities and were active, all Cani could do was keep Hendel's bed warm.

        

        "Sob..."

        

        If she had known she would be this lonely, she would have insisted on following Hendel.

        

        Though powerless in combat, she was confident in her ability to serve him.

        

        She considered following him even now, but it was unreasonable for the powerless Cani to move alone.

        

        As she was wetting Hendel's pillow with tears of frustration, she heard a knocking sound from outside the house.

        

        "What's that?"

        

        Trudging over, she found a letter inserted in the mailbox.

        

        The stationery looked obviously luxurious.

        

        Cani opened and read the letter without much thought, then her eyes sparkled.

        

        If one lacks power, couldn't they just travel with someone strong?
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        In the central meeting room of the Deripozer territory.

        

        Amid the gathering of numerous vassals and generals, reports on the war situation continued.

        

        "We've confirmed that all demons near the border have withdrawn."

        

        "Are you certain?"

        

        "Yes, they've dismantled their fortifications and vanished like the wind."

        

        "Hmm..."

        

        The vassals and generals who had prepared themselves for annihilation felt relief, yet couldn't shake off a strangely unsettling feeling.

        

        "Hmm..."

        

        The Northern Grand Duke sat in the main seat, deep in thought.

        

        Beside him, an intelligent-looking man who was clearly the brains of the operation adjusted his monocle while reviewing documents.

        

        Dale, the Northern Grand Duke's eldest son and essentially the confirmed next Grand Duke due to his intelligence, murmured calmly.

        

        "My lord, you may rejoice. All evidence indicates that we have won the war."

        

        "Yes... that's true, but something smells too suspicious."

        

        Marine, who was attending the meeting, suspected that Hendel had done something, but chose not to voice it aloud.

        

        She decided to wait for Hendel's reply first.

        

        "For now, let's gather as much information as possible through the demons we've recruited."

        

        "Yes."

        

        "As for the rest, don't let your guard down until the end. We never know what methods the demons might employ."

        

        While the Northern Grand Duke was emphasizing the importance of maintaining ironclad defenses, a maid hurriedly entered the meeting room.

        

        Silence fell over the room.

        

        Normally, this would have been cause for anger, but seeing the envelope Marine received, no one said a word.

        

        The envelope bore the seal of Count Edgar's family, and everyone knew about Marine's obsession with Hendel Edgar that exceeded all imagination.

        

        "Have some."

        

        "Thank you."

        

        Dale, who had been engaged in serious conversation, fed a grape to the Northern Grand Duke, who obediently accepted it.

        

        The marriage business was as important an issue as the war, after all.

        

        Marine's eyebrows, which had initially furrowed in anticipation of Hendel's reply, gradually relaxed.

        

        The vassals who were watching Marine's mood while nervously swallowing were confused.

        

        Whether she was pleased or displeased was difficult to discern, even for vassals with decades of experience.

        

        After reading the entire letter, Marine tucked the envelope into her bosom and abruptly stood up from her chair.

        

        "What's the matter?"

        

        "I need to go to the capital for a bit."

        

        The Northern Grand Duke's expression darkened.

        

        "I understand your desire to see Hendel, but with demons potentially attacking at any moment, wouldn't the territory be in danger without you?"

        

        "No. I guarantee it. The demons have completely withdrawn."

        

        Hearing Marine's confident voice, Dale, who was sitting next to the Northern Grand Duke, said:

        

        "Seeing Marine's certainty, she must have reliable information. Isn't that right, Marine?"

        

        Marine nodded readily, indicating she had separate information.

        

        Though everyone knew Marine lost her reason when it came to Hendel-related matters, she had never spoken falsehoods, so the Northern Grand Duke decided to trust her.

        

        He also trusted Hendel, who must have provided her with clues.

        

        "Very well, go. I'll trust my daughter's word."

        

        "Thank you, Father."

      

      
        

        Marine bowed her head and left the meeting room with mana wrapped around her feet.

        

        "My, at this rate, she'll become stronger than me."

        

        The Northern Grand Duke chuckled as he watched Marine manipulate mana.

        

        Dale, sitting beside the Northern Grand Duke, carefully observed the mana traces Marine left behind and muttered:

        

        "I think she's already stronger than you, Father."

        

        "Shh."

        

        ***

        

        Cani, who had sent the letter to Marine, was busy preparing to leave.

        

        She began normalizing the mansion by gathering the servants who had evacuated, and sent a letter to Count Edgar's family requesting additional escort troops.

        

        She used her carefully saved money to purchase simple travel supplies and stormed into the Carde Magic Tower's capital branch.

        

        Knowing Marine as she did, Cani wasn't worried—she knew Marine would definitely come running after receiving the letter.

        

        The only task remaining for her was to obtain permission to use the tunnel leading to the demon realm.

        

        "Lady Cani, welcome..."

        

        "Hello."

        

        The branch director, well aware that Cani was Hendel's most cherished maid, welcomed her warmly.

        

        Seated in the director's office, Cani presented her request without delay.

        

        "Please allow me to use the tunnel to the demon realm."

        

        The director was startled.

        

        While he could certainly tell Cani the tunnel's location, there must have been a reason why Hendel had left without her.

        

        Probably, Hendel strongly wished that Cani, a civilian, wouldn't follow him into dangerous territory.

        

        Since Hendel took priority over Cani for the director, he carefully began:

        

        "Lady Cani? I'm sorry, but that seems impossible."

        

        Cani frowned.

        

        "Why?"

        

        "I believe the young master left you behind because he didn't want you to get hurt."

        

        Cani nodded as if agreeing with this.

        

        "I don't want to go against the young master's wishes."

        

        "Is it because of safety concerns?"

        

        Despite the firm refusal, Cani's attitude became surprisingly assertive, confusing the director.

        

        "Yes, of course."

        

        "Then, if safety is secured, it should be fine, right?"

        

        "As you know, the demon realm is such a harsh environment that ordinary measures won't be enough."

        

        Cani grinned.

        

        "What about a Sword Master?"

        

        "..."

        

        The director gulped.

        

        "Did you perhaps call Lady Marine?"

        

        "Yes, I asked her to come with me."

        

        The director quickly calculated in his mind.

        

        With a Sword Master as an escort, Cani wouldn't be in much danger.

        

        In fact, the mansion without the Sword Master might be more dangerous.

        

        Besides, if Marine decided to make a scene, he had no power to stop her.

        

      

      
        The director nodded.

        

        "If you're accompanying Lady Marine, I won't refuse."

        

        Having received the answer she wanted, Cani abruptly stood up.

        

        "So, when do you plan to head to the tunnel, Lady Cani?"

        

        The director thought it would take at least a week.

        

        Time would be needed for Marine to arrive from the front lines, and preparations had to be made.

        

        Bang.

        

        Just then, the director's office door burst open.

        

        Without even checking who had opened it, Cani confidently said:

        

        "Right now."

        

        ***

        

        "Sigh..."

        

        At the secret base in the demon realm's rear.

        

        I was sweating over progress that wasn't going as smoothly as expected.

        

        According to plan, I should have already made contact with all the rear territories, but persuasion was proving more difficult than anticipated.

        

        It would have been one thing if they just refused to cooperate, but some even reported us to Dantalian, resulting in daily battles.

        

        As the timing was approaching, the dukes from the front lines had all returned to gather their troops at the Demon King's castle.

        

        Thanks to the front-line dukes, we had secured four recruits, but the remaining dukes showed no signs of joining us.

        

        Carden and I offered carrots in the form of food and justification, while Serina showed the whip by revealing her pink mana, but the dukes wouldn't easily yield.

        

        "Phew, this is tough."

        

        Carden wiped away sweat after a busy schedule of persuading dukes, avoiding Dantalian's eyes, distributing food, and giving speeches.

        

        "It seems Dantalian is also moving extremely busily."

        

        Unless he was a fool, he couldn't help but notice our strategy.

        

        To avoid being surrounded, Dantalian was reportedly pressuring the rear dukes daily while dispatching his subordinate dukes' troops to confront the front-line dukes' forces.

        

        Serina muttered while fidgeting with her mana:

        

        "Why are they so uncooperative? Those dukes must know it's much more beneficial for them if Carden becomes the Demon King instead of Dantalian."

        

        "They probably lack certainty. Unlike those at the front who openly opposed Dantalian, the rear dukes can survive by not taking sides and just observing."

        

        "Tch, yet they take all the food."

        

        It was certainly frustrating.

        

        They gobbled up the food but refused to cooperate.

        

        I wanted to provide food only to those who declared their cooperation, but that would contradict Carden's strategy of promoting peace and poverty resolution in the demon realm.

        

        'If only Marine were here...'

        

        If Marine joined us, making two pairs of Sword Masters applying pressure, the cautious dukes would have no choice but to side with us.

        

        With not one but two Sword Masters, who could destroy their territories in a day if they wanted to, the dukes would have confidence that we could stand against Dantalian.

        

        I also missed Cani, the human vitamin who always brightened the mood when things got gloomy.

        

        Although Serina always maintained a bright expression, she lacked Cani's uniquely sparkling cheerfulness.

        

        As a result, I couldn't help feeling things were a bit bleak.

        

        Just then, a magician rushed in clumsily.

        

        "Huff... huff..."

        

        The magician was panting, having apparently run in a hurry.

        

        I tensed up, wondering if Dantalian had made some move.

        

        "Lady Marine and Lady Cani are on their way here."

        

        "What?"
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        I immediately led my companions toward the underground tunnel.

        

        While I certainly needed them, I hadn't specifically called for them.

        

        "Look, they're running this way."

        

        Serina pointed with her finger, apparently seeing two people that my eyes and senses couldn't detect.

        

        A moment later.

        

        Thud-thud-thud-thud.

        

        Heavy footsteps echoed through the tunnel, and Marine appeared with Kani riding on her back.

        

        "Hehe, Young Master~!"

        

        Kani, perched on Marine's back, waved happily at me, while Marine ran toward us with mana wrapped around her legs, her hair fluttering behind her.

        

        Though I was taken aback, I still waved back.

        

        Boom!

        

        Marine came to an abrupt stop in front of us and carefully lowered Kani from her back.

        

        "Wooow, I missed you so much, Young Master."

        

        The moment she got down, Kani rushed over and threw herself into my arms.

        

        Marine's eyebrows twitched.

        

        But instead of forcibly pulling Kani away, she also embraced me.

        

        Kani obediently moved aside, making room for Marine.

        

        Suddenly finding myself hugging two women, I didn't know where to put my hands.

        

        After about a minute, Kani pulled away with a grin, and Marine looked up at me with teary eyes.

        

        "I heard you were attacked?"

        

        'Ah, so she told them about that.'

        

        I shot Kani a reproachful look, but she pretended to look elsewhere, avoiding my gaze.

        

        'Well, I couldn't have kept it hidden forever anyway.'

        

        I sighed and nodded.

        

        "Yeah, I think I was attacked by the Demon Realm Intelligence Department."

        

        "Those... bastards..."

        

        A harsh curse escaped Marine's lips.

        

        I was startled and quickly covered her mouth.

        

        "Shh! Don't use bad words!"

        

        I took pride in having raised Marine properly.

        

        As her caretaker, I couldn't tolerate her using vulgar language.

        

        Lick.

        

        "...?"

        

        Marine licked my fingers that were covering her mouth.

        

        Startled, I quickly pulled my hand away.

        

        "W-what was that?"

        

        "That's payback for keeping secrets from me."

        

        "..."

        

        Certainly, it was my fault for hiding information only from her, but...

        

        Licking my palm was a bit...

        

        I got the feeling that Marine had become more daring since the last time I saw her.

        

        Marine smiled brightly as she saw me staring at my palm, now wet with her saliva, with a strange expression.

        

        She drew out her sword aura from her hand, as if showing off her power.

        

        "From now on, just trust me. I'll work hard to help you!"

        

        "Sure, thank you."

        

        I finally pushed away my distracting thoughts and patted her hair.

        

        Well, we were essentially engaged, so this level of affection should be acceptable.

        

        Marine, who had been grinning happily, left my embrace and approached Serina and Karden, presumably to greet them.

        

        "Huh?"

        

        But she hesitated in front of Serina.

        

        Her face turned pale.

        

        "S-Serina."

        

        "Yes, Marine."

        

        Wow, what am I witnessing right now?

        

        Serina just spoke informally to Marine!

        

        Though her tone was gentle!

        

        "Uh...?"

        

        Marine also seemed surprised by Serina's casual speech.

        

        I knew they had become close while attending the Knight Department together, but Serina had always been formal with Marine.

        

        Yet now, Serina was speaking informally without the slightest hesitation!

        

        It really hit me how much more confident Serina had become since becoming a Sword Master.

        

        Though she was still as kind as ever.

        

        Marine, who had been stammering, seemed to remember her original purpose and spoke haltingly.

        

        "Um, I sense an unusual mana from you..."

        

        So that's why Marine was surprised—she had sensed Serina's mana.

        

        Even Demon Realm Dukes couldn't detect Serina when she deliberately concealed her mana, but it seems fellow Sword Masters could recognize each other.

        

        Serina smiled brightly.

        

        "Yes, I became a Sword Master."

        

        "..."

        

        Marine wore an extremely confused expression.

      

      
        

        Understandably so—if Serina had been on the verge of becoming a Sword Master, it might have made sense, but she had only been at the upper level of Sword Expert, so suddenly becoming a Sword Master was hard to accept.

        

        Even Marine, hailed as the genius of the century, had taken some time to break through that wall.

        

        I glanced at Kani.

        

        Kani stuck out her tongue, trying to look cute.

        

        She had told Marine everything else but deliberately withheld the fact that Serina had become a Sword Master, which was quite mischievous.

        

        She must have wanted to see Marine's shocked reaction.

        

        Marine, trembling, scurried over to Kani and whispered something in her ear.

        

        The fact that she immediately ran to Kani for consultation showed that Kani had completely succeeded in controlling Marine.

        

        Kani. What a frightening child.

        

        ***

        

        I invited Kani and Marine to the base and assigned them rooms.

        

        While Marine was unpacking in her room, Kani approached me with quick steps.

        

        "Hehe, Young Master. Aren't you curious about what we discussed?"

        

        "...I am curious."

        

        Kani whispered in my ear.

        

        "Miss Marine says she's scared."

        

        "Of what?"

        

        "That her position as the primary wife is being threatened."

        

        "...Suddenly?"

        

        "When do you think Miss Marine started to become more relaxed, Young Master?"

        

        I thought back to my memories.

        

        Certainly...

        

        "After she became a Sword Master?"

        

        "Yes, that's right. Miss Marine became more playful after becoming a Sword Master. Even if Kani, Karden, or Serina were to become involved with you, she was confident she could maintain her position as the primary wife through overwhelming force."

        

        I was startled.

        

        "But that confidence was shattered after Serina became a Sword Master. Now there's someone who has the ability to stop her."

        

        "I see..."

        

        Kani put her hands behind her back and giggled.

        

        She must have noticed which part of our conversation had surprised me.

        

        "You already know, don't you, Young Master? About our feelings."

        

        "..."

        

        The impertinent maid Kani boldly placed her hand on my chest.

        

        "That I like you, that Serina likes you, that Karden likes you."

        

        "...Maybe we should stop here for today?"

        

        Kani shook her head.

        

        "I think this issue needs to be resolved soon. You're planning to formally get engaged to Miss Marine after this matter is settled, right? A real engagement with the approval of both families."

        

        "..."

        

        "Do you intend to abandon us when that happens?"

        

        "..."

        

        "No, you don't. I'm certain. You won't abandon us, Young Master. Having come this far, you'll take responsibility until the end."

        

        Indeed, as Kani said, even if I married Marine, I probably couldn't give up my relationships with the other women.

        

        Kani slipped into my arms.

        

        "You can't avoid it anymore. It's an issue you must face."

        

        "..."

        

        "I think it's fine for Miss Marine to be the primary wife. Serina and Karden, who know about your relationship with Miss Marine, probably feel the same way."

        

        Kani buried her face against my stomach.

        

        "Miss Marine is also willing to accept us as long as she can firmly maintain her position as your primary wife. She values your happiness above all else."

        

        "So...?"

        

        "In my opinion, for everyone to have a happy ending, Miss Marine needs to be assured that no matter what happens, she will remain the primary wife."

        

        Kani, being an ordinary human, paused briefly as if catching her breath.

        

        "The assurance that even if you give love to me, Karden, or Serina, she will always be your first priority."

        

        "Wouldn't a kiss have been enough?"

        

        "Eh? You've already kissed her?"

        

        Kani was startled.

        

        Apparently, Marine hadn't mentioned the kiss.

        

        "Without using tongues, though."

        

        Marine shook her head.

        

        "It certainly would have had some effect, but it wasn't enough to offset the loss of her comparative advantage in power. Maybe a deep kiss would have worked."

        

        "...Would a deep kiss be enough?"

        

        "Yes, I'm certain."

        

        I patted Kani's red hair and nodded.

        

        I hadn't believed her claim to be a romance expert, but seeing this, she really did seem to be one.

        

        I should trust her this time.

        

        "Yes, please make Miss Marine feel much better!"

        

        I headed toward Marine's room, where she was unpacking, acknowledging Kani's farewell.

        

        Glancing back, I saw Kani beaming with a bright smile, as if everything was going according to plan.

        

        Seeing that radiant smile, I almost wondered if Kani, not Dantalian, was the final boss.

        

        Even knowing this, I had no other option.

        

        Knock knock.

        

        Standing in front of Marine's assigned room, I knocked politely.

        

      

      
        "Who is it?"

        

        "It's me."

        

        Fling!

        

        The door opened without a second's delay.

        

        Marine stood there, her face flushed.

        

        "Ahem... What brings you here?"

        

        "Just wanted to talk since it's been a while since we met."

        

        "Come in."

        

        As I glanced around the room, I noticed a strangely sweet scent.

        

        Sniff sniff.

        

        "W-wait!"

        

        When I started sniffing the room's scent, a startled Marine flung the door wide open.

        

        I was equally startled and quickly closed the door.

        

        "We shouldn't open the windows in case someone outside notices."

        

        "Oh... right."

        

        After making sure the curtains were completely drawn, I sat down next to Marine on the bed.

        

        Marine had always been shy, but today she seemed especially bashful.

        

        Remembering Kani's advice, I gently embraced Marine.

        

        Her eyes widened in surprise.

        

        I softly brushed her hair aside and smiled tenderly.

        

        "Marine, I've missed you so much."

        

        "Y-yes!"

        

        Marine, who had been staring at me blankly, quickly turned her head away.

        

        I was a bit disappointed that she wouldn't meet my eyes, but I knew she was avoiding my gaze out of shyness, not dislike, so I didn't say anything.

        

        I hugged Marine from behind.

        

        Her body trembled slightly.

        

        Marine must know that this embrace was different from a normal family hug.

        

        She turned around with a face as red as a radish.

        

        "S-suddenly?"

        

        "Why? Don't you like it?"

        

        Initially skeptical, I had decided to believe in Kani's expertise as a romance guru after seeing her actions today.

        

        So I intended to give Marine the assurance she needed.

        

        She was already getting embarrassed, though this wouldn't end with just a hug.

        

        "N-no, it's not that I don't like it..."

        

        Marine fidgeted with her fingers.

        

        Though I had steeled myself, seeing Marine so shy made it difficult to maintain my cool facade.

        

        Like Marine, I could feel heat rising to my cheeks.

        

        Despite my resolve, actually going through with it was intimidating.

        

        Still, if it was for a happy ending as Kani suggested, I could overcome this level of embarrassment.

        

        I gently caressed Marine's small face.

        

        "Uh... huh?"

        

        Marine seemed to sense that the atmosphere was unusual, as her eyes trembled like an earthquake.

        

        Her breathing quickened, and I could hear her heart pounding.

        

        I slowly moved closer to Marine.

        

        She closed her eyes tightly.

        

        Although we had kissed once before, at that time I hadn't used my tongue for fear of violating the sexual relationship restriction.

        

        But before coming to the Demon Realm, I had confirmed with a Grand Magician who was also versed in contracts. The confirmation was that a deep kiss wouldn't fall under the category of sexual relations.

        

        I had sought this confirmation in anticipation of kissing Marine after successfully installing Karden as the Demon King, but I hadn't expected it to happen so soon.

        

        After gently pressing my lips against hers, I softly slipped my tongue inside.

        

        Marine was startled and tried to pull away, but I shook my head, reassuring her that it was okay.

        

        When nothing bad happened, Marine seemed relieved and closed her eyes, enjoying the sensation of our tongues intertwining.

        

        Marine, who had been hesitant at first, suddenly became more aggressive.

        

        She licked my palate with her tongue, ran it over my teeth, and tickled the roof of my mouth.

        

        I couldn't help but smile at her curiosity, like a child eager to explore every part of my mouth.

        

        Without any signal, we both pulled our lips apart at the same time.

        

        A strand of saliva stretched between us.

        

        Marine's eyes were hazy with emotion.

        

        I held her tightly in my arms and whispered.

        

        "Marine, you will always be my priority. This feeling hasn't changed for a single day since we were children."

        

        "..."

        

        Marine burrowed into my embrace, her cheeks bright red.

        

        "I love you, Marine."

        

        Marine, who had been trembling in my arms, slowly raised her head.

        

        Her eyes were moist with tears.

        

        "I love you too, Hendel. More than anyone else in the world."

        

        I had crossed the line I had set for myself long ago, but with today's events, that line was completely erased.

        

        With the line gone, there was nothing left to hold back.

        

        The battle with Dantalian would be more dangerous than any battle I had ever experienced.

        

        Before that, I needed to have honest conversations with Kani, Karden, and Serina as well.

        

        I didn't want to fall into the cliché of planning to confess after the battle, only to die on the battlefield.
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        With Marine joining us, we formed a dual-sword formation and began our touring performance across the demon realm.

        

        "Duke, I'll be counting on your support."

        

        "Haha, don't worry. We will certainly help you. As long as you provide us with hardtack."

        

        "I'll send cola along with it as well."

        

        "Oh, cola. My horns tremble at the thought of tasting it again after so long."

        

        We met with the friendly dukes once more and established discipline.

        

        "I, well, tend to avoid power struggles..."

        

        "Marine, Serina."

        

        Woooong.

        

        Two brilliant sword auras bloomed magnificently.

        

        The duke who had been gauging the situation froze.

        

        "Do you still intend to remain neutral?"

        

        "..."

        

        "This isn't a request."

        

        "I will... support Lord Carden."

        

        "You've chosen wisely. I look forward to working with you."

        

        We demonstrated our power to the duke who was trying to play both sides, successfully securing his declaration of support.

        

        Now all that remained were the dukes showing hostility toward Carden.

        

        With Dantalian's support, they had banded together to form a defensive front.

        

        The fortunate thing was that because they were defending the dukes' forces at the front, Dantalian had sent relatively few troops.

        

        Their forces numbered around 10,000.

        

        Since we weren't sharing borders with the rear, we had more freedom in deploying troops. We had brought all available forces, boasting an army of about 40,000.

        

        Typically, a fourfold difference would be difficult to overcome unless one had a fortress, but...

        

        "Wow, this terrain is absolutely ridiculous."

        

        Looking at the terrain of the Madenne Gorge where they had positioned themselves, I could understand their choice.

        

        The Madenne Gorge contained virtually the only passage to the Demon King's castle, and the path was extremely narrow.

        

        To exaggerate slightly, if they had 10 elite soldiers, they could hold off thousands.

        

        "The terrain is brutal."

        

        Even Marine, whose confidence had grown after experiencing battles with demons, shook her head upon seeing the gorge.

        

        If we pushed forward with our two Sword Masters at the front, we might be able to break through, but the casualties would be enormous.

        

        Since our goal was to crush them, surround the Demon King's castle, and slowly kill Dantalian, we needed to preserve a certain level of our forces.

        

        Knowing the deceptive nature of this gorge, they sided with Dantalian despite being outnumbered.

        

        If this dragged on too long, the forces from the Demon King's castle would subjugate the demons at the front and come to their aid before we could form an encirclement.

        

        While we were racking our brains, Serina tilted her head curiously.

        

        "You know, I think we have a huge advantage here."

        

        "Huh?"

        

        Serina was also a student in the knight department, studying tactics.

        

        She should know how disadvantageous that terrain was for attackers.

        

        "We could just collapse the gorge on both sides. Actually, this seems like a good opportunity to crush them all."

        

        Serina said it simply, but it's not like we had nuclear missiles to easily collapse the gorge... wait.

        

        I looked at Marine and Serina supporting me on either side.

        

        Then at the numerous mages flying through the sky on reconnaissance.

        

        I had been too fixated on the medieval setting, narrowly thinking we needed to break through using traditional methods.

        

        What if two Sword Masters acted as living nuclear bombs, and the flying mages served as bombers?

        

        We could probably collapse a gorge like that.

        

        Especially since it wasn't made of solid granite.

        

        Marine, who had been staring blankly at the gorge, nodded.

        

        "I think we could destroy something like that. But we'd need support to avoid interference."

        

        When the gorge collapsed, it might create natural obstacles, but since each demon was essentially a walking heavy equipment, it would be cheaper than a frontal assault on the gorge.

        

        "Alright, let's proceed."

        

        Having made up my mind, I immediately went to find the person in charge of the Carde Magic Tower.

        

        He looked anxious.

        

        And for good reason.

        

        Given the scale of what we were undertaking, the imperial court must be aware of what the Earl of Adger and the Carde Magic Tower were doing.

      

      
        

        Dantalian would also be sending letters to the princess daily.

        

        If Carden simply became the Demon King, the status of the Adger earldom and the Carde Magic Tower would rise to unprecedented heights.

        

        For the imperial court, already stressed by the Deriposer family, this was a nightmare scenario.

        

        That's why they had begun applying pressure.

        

        For the Adger earldom, with the current famine in the north, they possessed enormous quantities of grain—power itself—so they only faced formal sanctions.

        

        But the pressure on the Carde Magic Tower was substantial.

        

        The Tower Master was being summoned to the imperial court daily, and branch towers across the country were starting to feel the pressure.

        

        Although their recent rise in status prevented direct attacks from the imperial court, it was clear that time was not on their side.

        

        From the Magic Tower's perspective, Carden needed to seize power as quickly as possible, but seeing such an obstacle would certainly dampen their spirits.

        

        I sat down with him and got straight to the point.

        

        "How many mages can you mobilize?"

        

        The man, with dark circles under his eyes, looked up at me.

        

        After thinking for a moment, he answered.

        

        "If we scrape together everyone, we could mobilize up to 150."

        

        Given that a typical small to medium-sized magic tower had about 100 members, this was an impressive number.

        

        The demon dukes' forces had about 100 battle mages, so that made a total of 250 mages.

        

        I ran a simulation in my head.

        

        250 mages simultaneously dropping mana bombs from the air?

        

        This wasn't the Demon King's castle—we could probably collapse a gorge.

        

        And we had Sword Masters in addition to mages.

        

        Of course, the enemy would try to shoot down our flying mages, and there would be aerial battles with enemy mages.

        

        We'd have to accept the sacrifice of dozens.

        

        "In four days, gather all available mages and collect as many mana bombs as possible."

        

        "I understand, but what exactly are you planning to do?"

        

        "Why bother breaking through the gorge? Let's just collapse it all and make a new path."

        

        The man thought deeply for a moment, then, seemingly having calculated the feasibility, nodded.

        

        "I'll begin preparations immediately."

        

        In four days, the enemy would learn a painful lesson about the importance of air superiority.

        

        ***

        

        Until the day of the operation, I visited the gorge daily to check the enemy's movements.

        

        With our rear being unstable, the Sword Masters took turns escorting me. Today, I was accompanied by the pink-haired protagonist.

        

        Serina, a commoner girl from a small rural village.

        

        Since food wasn't abundant in the demon realm, she couldn't pursue her hobby of baking, but her passion for cooking remained unbroken.

        

        Today, she had brought popcorn made from fried corn.

        

        It was slightly different from the popcorn I had imagined, but it turned out to be a surprisingly good snack as I absentmindedly ate it while spying on enemy territory all day.

        

        "This is delicious. Serina, you really have a talent for cooking."

        

        "Really? Hehe, thank you."

        

        Serina wiggled happily at the simple compliment.

        

        Honestly, if someone couldn't notice her feelings when she reacted this happily to simple praise, they'd have to be a fool.

        

        With just one day left until the operation began, and given how rare it was for us to be alone together, I planned to have a sincere conversation with Serina today.

        

        "Serina, why are you helping so diligently?"

        

        Marine had the interests of the Deriposer family at stake, and Carden had the Demon King position on the line.

        

        I also had significant interests involved.

        

        But Serina had little to gain from Carden becoming the Demon King, yet she was helping more enthusiastically than anyone.

        

        Serina poked my chest repeatedly as she munched on popcorn.

        

        "My friend almost died. Of course I have to get revenge."

        

        Serina's cheeks turned red.

        

        "Especially if it was Hendel who was attacked, of all people."

        

        "..."

        

        Though embarrassed, Serina spoke firmly.

        

        Even a fool could sense the special emotion in her words.

        

        I looked at the embarrassed Serina with a gentle smile.

        

        Recently, Serina had subtly changed from the girl who used to offer bread with an innocent smile.

        

      

      
        When the three distinctive personalities asserted themselves, Serina used to step back quietly to maintain balance. But now she was stepping forward.

        

        She had become more honest and proactive than when I first met her.

        

        Whether this was due to the confidence gained from becoming a Sword Master...

        

        Or thanks to Cani's strange plan...

        

        Or because of me, I wasn't sure.

        

        But I viewed this change positively.

        

        Now, she could probably express her true feelings proudly without hiding them.

        

        So, even though I knew the answer, I spoke up.

        

        "What if I hadn't been injured in the previous attack, and only Carden was hurt? Would you have been this proactive?"

        

        Serina stiffened.

        

        The old Serina would have smiled kindly and said yes.

        

        "It might sound a bit terrible, but if it had been Carden instead of Hendel who was hurt, I probably wouldn't be working this hard."

        

        But now, Serina could honestly express her true feelings.

        

        "Of—of course! Carden is also very important, so I would have been very angry!"

        

        Though embarrassed, Serina faced me directly without avoiding my eyes.

        

        "But honestly, I would have been less proactive than now when Hendel was hurt."

        

        As befitting someone who should have been the protagonist of this world, Serina was admirably kind.

        

        She was at the opposite end of the spectrum from Marine, who suited wickedness more than kindness.

        

        The villainess and the romance fantasy protagonist.

        

        Evil and good.

        

        Scarcity and abundance.

        

        It was truly amazing how these two had become friends.

        

        Well, now they had both become a bit kinder and a bit more wicked.

        

        I preferred their current personalities to when they were at complete extremes.

        

        Because now, like Serina, they could honestly confess their feelings.

        

        "Why?"

        

        I asked with a sly smile.

        

        "..."

        

        Serina lightly hit my shoulder as if scolding me, then looked up with moist eyes.

        

        "Because I like Hendel."

        

        "...Are you sure?"

        

        "I'm not a child, and I'm not so stupid that I don't know my own feelings."

        

        Serina took a moment to catch her breath.

        

        "Cani told me. That a moment like this might be created with you."

        

        "That if I didn't honestly confess my feelings then, I might regret it for the rest of my life."

        

        I silently stroked Serina's pink hair.

        

        Though Serina had become more proactive, I thought it would take more time to understand her true feelings.

        

        But it seems Serina had already sorted out her feelings after listening to Cani.

        

        You again, Cani!

        

        Serina silently looked up at me.

        

        Though she didn't speak, her gaze demanded my answer.

        

        I had sensed subtle changes since she confidently requested her own kitchen, but I never imagined she would change enough to boldly press for an answer.

        

        Delighted by her subtle transformation, I brought out the words from my heart.

        

        "I love you too, Serina. That smile you showed while handing me delicious bread... I'll never forget it until the day I die."

        

        "Hic..."

        

        Hot tears streamed down Serina's eyes.

        

        "Huh...?"

        

        Never imagining she would cry, I hurriedly embraced her.

        

        Held tightly in my arms, Serina smiled brightly despite her tears.

        

        "I really, really like Hendel too."

        

        The setting sun cast a glow over the gorge, creating a beautiful scene for a fleeting moment.

        

        How fitting that the sun would set at this timing.

        

        As expected of a child beloved by the world.
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        Madenne Gorge.

        

        Marcosias, ranked 35th, who had been appointed by Dantalian to defend this place, let out a short sigh.

        

        While this gorge was indeed a natural fortress capable of defending against hundreds of thousands of troops, an army without supplies cannot win a war no matter how good their fortress is.

        

        "Still no word on supplies?"

        

        Marcosias's adjutant bowed his head.

        

        "I apologize. The Demon King's Castle says they lack the resources for supplies due to intense fighting at the front lines."

        

        "Son of a bitch."

        

        Marcosias put a cigarette in his mouth.

        

        Both the front and rear lines were engaged in fierce battles, yet they showed such favoritism.

        

        He had expected some discrimination since the dukes stationed around the Demon King's Castle were originally Dantalian's supporters while he had maintained neutrality, but he hadn't expected it to be this severe.

        

        "How much food remains?"

        

        "About 20 days' worth, sir."

        

        "Hmm..."

        

        Fortunately, Carden's forces hadn't noticed their supply shortage yet, but if the situation worsened even slightly, they would surely notice.

        

        "Perhaps I should have sided with Carden instead. I hear their camp receives endless supplies."

        

        Indeed, occasionally archers or mages would appear and provoke them with attacks from beyond their range, and they all looked healthy.

        

        The difference was enormous compared to his troops who were rationed to one meal a day, not knowing how long the war would continue.

        

        "At least it's fortunate that the demons at the front have weakened..."

        

        He had heard rumors that the dukes at the front lines had suffered considerable losses in their battles with the Deripozer family.

        

        If the dukes were weakened, they would eventually be defeated despite their complaints to the Demon King's Castle.

        

        If they could join forces with troops that came to support after defeating the demons at the front, they could certainly overcome Carden's forces.

        

        They just needed to endure a little longer.

        

        Marcosias clenched his fist, strengthening his resolve to hold firm.

        

        "Commander!"

        

        Just then, a lookout came running.

        

        Marcosias's eyebrows twitched at the urgent situation.

        

        "What is it?"

        

        The lookout reported, breathing heavily.

        

        "Mages on broomsticks have been spotted!"

        

        "How many?"

        

        "Six in total, sir!"

        

        Six...

        

        It didn't seem like their purpose was combat, but he couldn't let his guard down.

        

        Marcosias picked up a magical amplifier.

        

        "Battle stations!"

        

        Marcosias, who already had a powerful voice, used the magical amplifier to alert the entire fortress of the emergency.

        

        "Battle stations!"

        

        "Battle stations!"

        

        The soldiers echoed the command as they rushed to prepare for battle.

        

        Like seasoned warriors, they moved in perfect unison to take their positions.

        

        Marcosias furrowed his brows as he prepared for the attack.

        

        Then, three broomsticks were identified in the distance.

        

        Each broomstick carried two people, and Marcosias could immediately recognize who they were.

        

      

      
        "They're Sword Masters! Stay alert!"

        

        "Emergency!"

        

        Combat mages rushed out and began casting.

        

        Marcosias bit his lip hard.

        

        Even one Sword Master was considered a calamity.

        

        Yet Carden's side had two of them.

        

        Having witnessed their power in several battles, Marcosias couldn't help but be amazed every time he saw them fight.

        

        Accomplishing the impossible as easily as eating breakfast, each of them was equivalent to an entire legion.

        

        "Fire!"

        

        With Marcosias's command, hundreds of arrows and dozens of spells were fired toward the sky as he watched them with sweaty palms.

        

        Though he knew it wouldn't be effective, he hoped to inflict even a slight wound.

        

        If they could injure a Sword Master even slightly, the pressure on the fortress would be greatly reduced.

        

        Even Hendel would do.

        

        Everyone in the demon realm knew who was supplying resources to Carden's forces.

        

        Hendel Adger, the heir to the Adger County, renowned as the Empire's largest granary.

        

        Though no one knew exactly how he was supplying food to the demon realm, an enormous amount of food produced in his territory was still being supplied to them.

        

        At one point, Marcosias had planned to attack and seize their food supplies, but he quickly abandoned the idea after witnessing the might of the Sword Masters.

        

        The broomsticks stopped at a distance beyond the reach of arrows and magic, and they took out a magical amplifier.

        

        "Attention! I warn you that there will be a major air raid in 10 minutes. If you value your lives, I suggest you flee now."

        

        "..."

        

        The gorge remained silent.

        

        How could there be deserters in this fortress where countless eyes were watching?

        

        Marcosias scoffed at the surrender warning.

        

        "Marcosias, if you surrender immediately, we will accept your surrender. I promise there will be no punishment if you come out willingly."

        

        After using formal speech in the public broadcast, he now pressured him with informal speech.

        

        Marcosias bit his lip firmly.

        

        For a moment, he was tempted by Hendel's words, but he thought he had come too far to surrender to Carden now.

        

        Would a Demon King who had seized power let a demon duke who had opposed him live unharmed?

        

        Marcosias also took out a magical amplifier.

        

        "Human child, stop insulting us and get out of the demon realm."

        

        Marcosias felt Hendel's gaze fixed on him.

        

        "Hmm, that's unfortunate then."

        

        When they turned their broomsticks around, Marcosias momentarily thought they were retreating.

        

        "Emergency! Battle stations!"

        

        But soon he shouted orders like a scream when he saw hundreds of broomsticks filling the sky.

        

        The archers were already drawing their bows and aiming, and the mages were casting spells.

        

        Their target was obviously the destruction of the fortress.

        

        However, this fortress was protected by hundreds of layers of protective magic, and he was confident they could withstand whatever magic the enemy threw at them.

        

        Though it seemed they couldn't withstand the Sword Masters' attacks, if the fortress collapsed, they could quickly repair it.

        

        Demons with diminished combat abilities were already holding stones and tools, ready for repair work.

        

        Whoosh.

        

        Hundreds of broomsticks flew, emitting ominous sounds, and finally, when they came within range!

        

        "Fire!"

        

        With Marcosias's command, about fifty spells and thousands of arrows blackened the sky above the gorge.

        

      

      
        They needed to slow down the mages' momentum with the first volley.

        

        'I hope we can shoot down at least a dozen of them.'

        

        Marcosias was hoping inwardly, but...

        

        Woong.

        

        The two Sword Masters at the front created giant swords of mana and swung them to deflect the magic and arrows.

        

        The spells and arrows they couldn't deflect...

        

        "Thornwood Armor."

        

        At Hendel's command, plants that sprouted in mid-air blocked them.

        

        "Damn it."

        

        Marcosias felt desperate as they failed to inflict any damage, but he knew that the deeper the enemy came into range, the harder it would be for the Sword Masters to deflect all magic and arrows with their individual skills, so he gave another order.

        

        "Second unit, fire!"

        

        Once again, magic and arrows filled the sky.

        

        The Sword Masters swung their swords vigorously, but they managed to shoot down about ten mages.

        

        Mages fell to the ground.

        

        Each of them must have cost tremendous resources and effort to train, yet they charged in regardless of the sacrifice, which was astonishing.

        

        "Adjutant."

        

        "Yes, Commander."

        

        "Let's hide underground."

        

        Since mages also had mana limits, they would only need to hide underground for about an hour.

        

        As Marcosias was about to hide underground, he made a final check on the mages and noticed something strange.

        

        "Adjutant, why are they spreading out to the left and right?"

        

        They were too scattered for it to be just avoiding the barrage of magic and arrows.

        

        "I... don't know, sir."

        

        Watching the mages carefully, Marcosias realized their intention and was startled.

        

        "They're trying to collapse the gorge!"

        

        "The gorge, sir?"

        

        "Don't we have Sword Masters? With their miraculous destructive power, they must be able to bring down the gorge!"

        

        Marcosias raised his magical amplifier in alarm.

        

        "They're trying to collapse the gorge! Stop them at all costs!"

        

        Despite Marcosias's desperate voice, doubt lingered on the faces of the demon soldiers.

        

        They were complacent in their belief that such a massive gorge couldn't be brought down by artificial force.

        

        BOOM!

        

        But their complacency vanished when the mages annihilated the units defending both peaks of the gorge and began dropping mana bombs in earnest.

        

        "AAAARGH! Run! The gorge is collapsing!"

        

        "Stop them! Shoot arrows!"

        

        CRASH!

        

        As a pink sword beam flashed, part of the gorge was sliced off and fell toward the fortress.

        

        Seeing this, the demon soldiers fell into panic.

        

        Some tried to climb the gorge to stop them, while others tried to flee.

        

        In their panic, they pushed and trampled each other.

        

        Just then, a massive boulder that had broken off due to the impact rolled down, barely missing Marcosias.

        

        In that moment, his eyes met Hendel's.

        

        Those calm eyes, even while executing such an insane strategy.

        

        Marcosias sensed their defeat.
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        Demon King's Castle. Deep within.

        

        "First Army led by Agareth has been repelled. It seems our forces have gained the upper hand."

        

        "The subjugation of the rebels appears to be within reach."

        

        "Twenty-three individuals attempting propaganda within the Demon King's Castle have been arrested and executed."

        

        The vassals, divided to the left and right of Dantalian who sat on the throne, delivered one piece of good news after another.

        

        "Finally, things are going our way."

        

        Dantalian, seated on the throne, smiled with satisfaction.

        

        Although the search for traces of the dinosaur army was frustratingly slow, he was pleased with the fact that he had defeated Karden's forces and absolute power was now within his grasp.

        

        "It's been a while. Shall we have some drinks?"

        

        "Haha, excellent idea!"

        

        "To Lord Dantalian's victory!"

        

        As they were laughing and celebrating their victory...

        

        A demon soldier rushed in, panting heavily.

        

        "You fool! Do you know where you are?!"

        

        One of the vassals, enraged at the demon who had entered without permission, drew his sword.

        

        "Calm down."

        

        Dantalian raised his hand to stop him.

        

        "So, what's the matter? If it's not important, you'll have to forfeit your head."

        

        The demon soldier, trembling with fear, spat out words like a machine gun.

        

        "We've confirmed the complete annihilation of the unit guarding the Madenes Gorge. Marchosias, who was defending the gorge, has fallen in battle."

        

        "What?"

        

        The cheerful atmosphere from moments ago rapidly cooled.

        

        None of the demons present were unaware of what would happen if the Madenes Gorge defense line collapsed.

        

        Dantalian's face turned bright red as he shouted.

        

        "How could you manage the troops so poorly that you lost despite having the fortress of Madenes Gorge?!"

        

        Dantalian had personally visited and seen the treacherous terrain of Madenes Gorge.

        

        He couldn't imagine how it had been breached.

        

        "Th-that... the enemy destroyed Madenes Gorge."

        

        "H-how?"

        

        "They deployed hundreds of mages to rain down mana bombs, and two Sword Masters cut through the gorge..."

        

        It didn't seem to contain any lies or exaggerations.

        

        "My god..."

        

        "Are these Sword Masters truly such formidable beings?"

        

        The demons, who had heard rumors about Sword Masters but had never experienced their power firsthand, became restless.

        

        Dantalian's mind was racing.

        

        If Madenes Gorge had fallen, the Demon King's Castle was next.

        

        They needed to defend the castle.

        

        With a reddened face, Dantalian shouted.

        

        "Recall all troops immediately! We must defend the Demon King's Castle!"

        

        "B-but if we recall the troops, the castle will be surrounded!"

        

        "I know that, but what choice do we have? If we do nothing, we'll die!"

        

        Dantalian knew he was making a bad move, but defending the castle immediately would at least give them a chance to find a way out.

        

        If they had no options, they would slowly starve to death while surrounded, but they still had one final card—the dinosaur army.

        

        With veins bulging on his neck, Dantalian glared at the head of intelligence.

        

        "If you don't find those dinosaurs, we'll both be executed in the marketplace. You understand that, right?"

        

        "Yes, I understand..."

      

      
        

        "Find them by any means necessary."

        

        ***

        

        "My lord, the enemy is retreating!"

        

        "Hmm..."

        

        Agareth, with a large scar on his face, glared at the retreating enemies.

        

        Clearly, the unit led by Agareth had been unable to withstand the numerical disadvantage and was retreating.

        

        As the saying goes, there's no weaker unit than a retreating one, and the unit was in a weakened state.

        

        If they had just pursued, the enemy would have collapsed beyond recovery, but at this crucial moment, the enemy began to withdraw.

        

        Turning the standard and pursuing them could inflict significant damage, but fearing a possible ambush, he hesitated to give the pursuit order.

        

        Just then, a mage approached rapidly, riding a broom.

        

        Naturally, Agareth's guards drew their swords.

        

        The human mage jumped off the broom and smiled brightly.

        

        "Madenes Gorge has been successfully captured."

        

        Agareth's eyes widened.

        

        Madenes Gorge was a natural fortress that even he knew well.

        

        He had thought it would take at least a few more months to capture, yet they had broken through.

        

        While impressed, Agareth quickly calculated.

        

        The reason for the enemy's hasty retreat must be due to the news of Madenes Gorge's fall, a move to defend the Demon King's Castle.

        

        In that case.

        

        'We should pursue.'

        

        Reducing the enemy's numbers as much as possible now would make the siege easier.

        

        Agareth drew his sword and shouted.

        

        "All troops, pursue!"

        

        Leading from the front, Agareth chased after the fleeing demons.

        

        Earlier, it was Agareth who had been fleeing, but the situation had drastically changed, and now he was the pursuer.

        

        He trampled fleeing demons under his horse, swung his sword to behead the commanders directing the demon soldiers.

        

        Skillfully ducking to avoid spears thrown in desperation, he cut down enemy soldiers beside him.

        

        A one-sided massacre.

        

        On this day, Agareth achieved a great victory, killing 10,000 of the 50,000 Demon King's Castle troops.

        

        ***

        

        Near the Demon King's Castle, Karden's Army Command Headquarters.

        

        "So, they've gone into defensive mode."

        

        Karden, with her hair tied in a ponytail, sighed deeply.

        

        She had hoped Dantalian would end this quickly, if only for the sake of the demons' suffering.

        

        "Well, it was expected."

        

        According to internal informants, the food stored in the Demon King's Castle would last about a month.

        

        Even with strict rationing, it would be gone in two months.

        

        In contrast, our army was receiving continuous food supplies.

        

        If we held out, it was a battle we would win.

        

        The biggest concern had been pressure from the Imperial Court, but as soon as we broke through Madenes Gorge, that pressure mysteriously vanished.

        

        Instead, they were actively expressing their desire to maintain good relations.

        

        They even permitted food supplies through smuggling routes that had been partially blocked, and lifted sanctions against the Karde Magic Tower.

        

        It seems the Imperial Court was also confident in our victory.

        

        Indeed, the expression of the Magic Tower Master sitting in the corner was bright.

        

        Although the loss of several precious mages in battle was painful, the moment Karden became the Demon King, an enormous amount of benefits would flow—it was a promised future.

        

        Agareth, who had achieved a great victory by pursuing the retreating demons, also seemed to be in a good mood.

        

      

      
        If Karden won, his rise in rank was only a matter of time.

        

        Everyone was happy, but Karden couldn't fully rejoice.

        

        She was probably feeling down thinking about the demons who had died during the battle.

        

        I took her hand and stood up, intending to cheer her up.

        

        "Let's get out of here."

        

        "But... we're in the middle of a siege..."

        

        I looked around at the people sitting in the command headquarters.

        

        "The siege will be handled well by the people here. We're not much help anyway."

        

        Agareth grinned.

        

        "Haha, don't worry about things here and go enjoy yourselves. My Demon King and the Demon King's companion."

        

        "Com-companion?"

        

        Karden was surprised by Agareth's choice of words, but she didn't deny it.

        

        Fortunately, it seems she didn't dislike it.

        

        I nodded slightly to Agareth in gratitude and took her hand, leading her away.

        

        I already had a place in mind.

        

        On our way here, I had given a lot of thought to where I should have a conversation with Karden.

        

        And finally, a place caught my eye.

        

        I walked for about 20 minutes toward a village located nearby.

        

        "..."

        

        Karden, who had been complaining continuously, fell silent at some point.

        

        From the entrance of the village, there was a long line of people, all of whom appeared severely malnourished, their bones protruding through their skin.

        

        From young children to elderly demons, each held a bowl in their hands, and at the village entrance, people were distributing food under Karden's fluttering banner.

        

        "Please eat plenty."

        

        "Oh, thank you so much."

        

        "I haven't done anything. Thank Lady Karden."

        

        "Haha, truly a grateful person."

        

        Karden bit her lip, seemingly overwhelmed with emotion as she watched the demons leaving with their bowls full of food.

        

        I patted her shoulder.

        

        "Because of your decision, tens of thousands of demons are already being freed from hunger."

        

        "..."

        

        "The sacrifices are certainly regrettable, but without those sacrifices, what would have happened to those demons?"

        

        Just then, a small child with clearly visible ribs walked by.

        

        Unable to look at the child, Karden averted her eyes.

        

        But I held her face and made her look directly at the child.

        

        "That child too has survived because of your decision, and will become one of your subjects in the future."

        

        The child looked around and, upon spotting Karden, widened his eyes and approached with small steps.

        

        "Are you Demon King Karden...?"

        

        "...Yes, I am."

        

        Karden gently stroked the child's head.

        

        "Thank you for giving us food. My little brother survived thanks to you! And my dad and mom too!"

        

        The child smiled brightly and bowed his head.

        

        Karden's emotions welled up at the child's words, and tears rolled down her cheeks.

        

        It seems the reality of saving someone through her decision was sinking in.

        

        I gently embraced the tearful Karden.

        

        Hoping she would never forget today and become a good Demon King.

        

        Hoping she would realize that while some demons had been sacrificed because of her decision, just as many had found happiness.
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        Having decided to serve my future Demon Lord and master more diligently, I began exploring the village with Karden.

        

        At first, the villagers eyed us outsiders suspiciously, but once they recognized Karden's face, they were quick to shower her with praise.

        

        Though Karden seemed a bit uncomfortable with the attention, she couldn't help but smile when people thanked her for saving their lives.

        

        It seems I chose the right place to bring Karden.

        

        Seeing her so happy made me glad.

        

        While being praised and receiving gifts was certainly pleasant, it made it difficult to travel comfortably, so Karden pulled up her hood to conceal her face.

        

        With our identities hidden, the first place we headed was the village school.

        

        We'd heard that the school had reopened after being closed during the recent famine.

        

        Normally, it would have been vacation time, but it seemed they were making up for lessons missed during the closure.

        

        "Parents might be happy about it, but I wonder if the students dislike it? After all, they're attending school during what should be their vacation."

        

        "Hmm... I suppose they would."

        

        Chuckling lightly, we both used my magic to conceal ourselves and carefully entered the school grounds.

        

        Befitting a school in a small village, the classroom was shabby.

        

        The floor creaked with even the slightest pressure, so we moved with careful steps.

        

        Inside the classroom, tiny demon children toddled about, busy greeting their friends excitedly on what appeared to be the first day back.

        

        "Oh, Dedi! You're alive! My dad said you were gonna die."

        

        "Hmph, I won't die! I have a great body."

        

        "Hehe..."

        

        A slightly dim-looking boy demon grabbed the tail of a haughty-looking girl demon.

        

        "W-what are you doing?!"

        

        "I'm glad to see you again. Hehe."

        

        "..."

        

        The haughty girl demon blushed bright red and mumbled.

        

        "I'm... glad you survived too..."

        

        "Huh? What did you say?"

        

        "Idiot! Dummy! Human!"

        

        We watched warmly as the demon children, who seemed to be reuniting after a long time, bickered affectionately.

        

        "Teacher... I can't see JeJe... *sob* JeJe..."

        

        "...JeJe has gone to a better place..."

        

        "Waaah, JeJe... JeJe... You promised we'd play together... *sniff*"

        

        We also shed tears watching a child who cried out for a friend who hadn't returned to school, perhaps unable to survive the famine.

        

        I quietly led Karden, who was sniffling with tears, out of the school.

        

        Fortunately, there weren't many children who hadn't returned, and most greeted each other with bright smiles.

        

        Perhaps because of this, Karden only cried briefly before regaining her spirits.

        

        "Well, I just need to do better from now on!"

        

        Karden looked so admirable and cute as she spoke bravely through her tears that I gently tousled her hair.

        

        I had regretted choosing this location after seeing the crying child, but it seemed that witnessing those tears had only strengthened Karden's resolve.

        

        *Growl*

        

        Perhaps from crying so much, a loud rumble came from Karden's stomach.

        

        "Eek..."

        

        Karden blushed in embarrassment.

        

        Normally, I would have teased her mercilessly, but I decided to let it slide just for today.

        

        Instead, I took her hand firmly and headed to the village market.

        

        "Genuine mud cookies with half real grain for sale!"

        

        "Tastes like cola! Half the price! Try Fanta once!"

        

        The market, which must have once been vibrant, had clearly suffered during the recent famine, with only about half the shops still in business.

      

      
        

        I was worried when I saw few merchants at the entrance, but fortunately, there were still quite a few food vendors.

        

        The famine had probably hit hardest those selling non-essential goods.

        

        Food merchants had somehow managed to survive.

        

        Karden seemed to notice the same thing, staring blankly at the empty stalls scattered throughout the market.

        

        I suspected that once she became the Demon Lord, she would tackle this problem head-on.

        

        "Hey, mister passing by! Try this!"

        

        Though slightly offended at being called "mister," I approached the merchant with an awkward smile.

        

        Behind the merchant were stacks of hardtack brought in as rations.

        

        Looking closer to see what he was making, I realized the merchant was selling hardtack mixed with honey.

        

        "Here, mister, have a bite, and the young lady beside you should try some too."

        

        If the merchant had called Karden "ma'am," he would have faced the Demon Lord's wrath, but either by survival instinct or original strategy, he fortunately addressed Karden as "young lady."

        

        "Hehe, he called you mister. Mister."

        

        Karden seemed delighted that she was called "young lady" while I was called "mister," and she poked my side gleefully.

        

        Slightly annoyed, I put the honey-covered hardtack the merchant offered into my mouth.

        

        *Crunch*

        

        The honey had softened the hardness of the hardtack just right, allowing it to go down smoothly.

        

        I was surprised by how good it tasted.

        

        I had thought hardtack would have its limitations no matter how tasty it was made, but this honey hardtack exceeded those limitations.

        

        Sensing my appreciation, the merchant nodded proudly.

        

        "I put a lot of thought into how to make hardtack more delicious."

        

        Karden, who had carefully swallowed her piece, also seemed surprised by how good it tasted, her eyes widening.

        

        A man should be perceptive.

        

        "I'll take two packs of hardtack."

        

        "Oh, thank you very much, customer!"

        

        I bought the honey hardtack before Karden could ask and presented it to her.

        

        The corners of Karden's eyes turned up with joy as she received the packages.

        

        ***

        

        With a pack of hardtack each, we climbed the mountain I had spotted earlier.

        

        It was a small mountain behind the demon realm that even I, an ordinary magician who would normally panic at the thought of hiking, could climb easily.

        

        "Huff... huff..."

        

        The mountain wasn't tall... so why was it so difficult?

        

        I deeply regretted underestimating it because of its low height.

        

        I had forgotten that the mountains in this world don't have properly maintained hiking trails.

        

        "Hendel, why are you so slow? Are you really a man?"

        

        Unlike me, who was struggling up the mountain, Karden had lightly bounded to the top and was now sitting on a rock, waving at me.

        

        She could have helped me if she knew I was struggling.

        

        It was annoying that she didn't offer any assistance.

        

        "Phew..."

        

        Despite the cold weather, sweat dripped down my forehead.

        

        Damn, I think it's been too long since I've exercised.

        

        I should work out when I get back.

        

        "Just a little more! You're almost there."

        

        "Huff... haaa..."

        

        Finally reaching the summit with Karden's encouragement, I collapsed on the ground.

        

        Seeing me sprawled out, Karden gave a mischievous smile.

        

        "Hehe, our slave. How can you be a man when you're this weak?"

        

      

      
        "..."

        

        I knew Karden meant nothing by it, but her sentence could be misinterpreted.

        

        When I remained silent, Karden looked at me strangely, then seemed to realize what she had said.

        

        "Uh... that's... that's not what I meant! Don't misunderstand!"

        

        Weakness discovered.

        

        Though I couldn't move a finger, I could still move my mouth.

        

        "Hehe, what were you thinking?"

        

        "N-nothing!"

        

        "Our Demon Lord is actually a pervert, huh?"

        

        Red-faced, Karden covered my mouth with her hand.

        

        But because I was lying down, her posture was awkward.

        

        It was as if she was straddling me...

        

        When our eyes met, she jumped back in surprise, retreating ten steps with an adorable reaction.

        

        "Nngh..."

        

        As strength finally returned to my body, I groaned and got up.

        

        Only then did the view unfold before me.

        

        The scenery from the canyon with Serina had been impressive, but the view of the village from this mountain was equally magnificent.

        

        I could see the demon folk bustling about the village, and watching them live earnestly without losing their smiles warmed my heart.

        

        This mountain had been recommended by one of the scout magicians, and despite the arduous climb, it was worth it.

        

        As I admired the village, Karden, who had been ten steps away, crept closer.

        

        And then.

        

        *Thump*

        

        She rested her head on my shoulder.

        

        The warm temperature I felt from my shoulder was pleasant.

        

        As I enjoyed the comforting warmth, a cool breeze blew, tousling both our hair.

        

        "Haha, Hendel, your hair looks so weird!"

        

        "Yours doesn't look much better!"

        

        We laughed at each other's messy hair.

        

        As the wind died down and we heard the laughter of children, I felt that this was the right moment.

        

        I turned my head to look at Karden, who was watching the village with a contented expression.

        

        "Karden."

        

        "Yes?"

        

        Karden had probably heard about it from Kani, just like Serina had.

        

        If so, there was no need to hesitate anymore.

        

        "My only friend from magic school, and my master."

        

        "Hehe, what's that? It's funny."

        

        "I think I'm in love with you."

        

        *Chirp chirp chirp*

        

        Just then, a flock of migratory birds passed by, and Karden, who had been looking only at the village, turned her head.

        

        Her cheeks were flushed red.

        

        "Will you go out with me?"

        

        Karden smiled the most beautiful smile in the world.

        

        "Slave, I love you too. From now until I die. No, even after death, you'll remain my exclusive slave forever."

        

        And then our lips met.

        

        Warm lips touched, and a soft tongue slipped into my mouth.

        

        I had just been placed under a spell more powerful than any soul contract, ensuring I would never escape being a slave.

        

        A spell called love.

      

    

  
    
      Ch.7878.Aug 17, 2025

      
        # 78.

        

        "Open fire!"

        

        "Open fire!"

        

        Whooosh.

        

        BOOM BOOM BOOM!

        

        It had already been a month since we surrounded the Demon King's Castle.

        

        Dantalian remained firmly entrenched inside, showing no intention of revealing himself.

        

        We had established a tight encirclement and bombarded the castle daily, but there wasn't even the usual retaliatory fire from their side.

        

        "Hmm..."

        

        At the front line, I frowned as I watched the Demon King's Castle standing unmoved despite the attacks from our mages and siege weapons.

        

        In war, the three most important factors are troop numbers, food, and morale. We had the advantage in all three, yet there was no response from inside the castle.

        

        Dantalian surely knew that the longer this continued, the more disadvantageous it would become for them.

        

        I had expected Tantalian to prepare some final counterattack before their food ran out, but he seemed to be more of a coward than I imagined.

        

        Or perhaps he had simply given up.

        

        "Lord Hendel, should we continue the bombardment?"

        

        "No, let's withdraw. We're just wasting bombs."

        

        "Yes, sir!"

        

        It would be good to know what was happening inside, but the castle was tightly sealed, making it impossible to contact our spies who had infiltrated.

        

        'Well, they'll come out when the time comes.'

        

        An army that begins to starve is at its weakest.

        

        Reminding myself of this, I put my mind at ease.

        

        ***

        

        Day 55 of the siege.

        

        The Demon King's Castle remained stubbornly immobile.

        

        The Archmage who had come with me to check for any reaction from the castle frowned.

        

        He too must not have expected the castle to hold out like this.

        

        "At this point, I'm beginning to wonder if our internal intelligence was wrong."

        

        "The food shortage seems real. Occasionally we observe troops from the castle, and they all appear malnourished."

        

        "I never imagined Dantalian would cling on so desperately. I wonder if he has something up his sleeve..."

        

        While it was good that we weren't suffering casualties by simply maintaining the siege, as time passed, we were also feeling increasing pressure.

        

        Unlike the Demon King's Castle, which was holding out as if there was no tomorrow, we needed to prepare for the future.

        

        We had made plans to ensure the demon folk could survive until next year's harvest, but Dantalian's unexpectedly prolonged resistance was gradually disrupting those plans.

        

        War required enormous resources, after all.

        

        As I anxiously watched the high walls of the Demon King's Castle...

        

        BOOM BOOM BOOM!

        

        Loud explosions echoed from inside.

        

        "Emergency! Battle positions!"

        

        We quickly prepared for combat and watched the castle gates with bated breath.

        

        At first, I thought our infiltrated spies might have been discovered and were engaged in combat, but...

        

        BOOM BOOM BOOM!

        

        The explosions were occurring too frequently for that to be the case.

        

        "Could this be some kind of rebellion inside?"

        

        The Archmage cautiously speculated as the explosions continued without pause.

        

        Indeed, such extensive explosions couldn't be explained unless there was internal strife within their army.

        

        "If it's a coup, shouldn't we prepare our troops? We should support whoever's rebelling."

        

        Karden, who must have heard the explosions, had suddenly appeared beside me.

        

        Serina and Marine followed closely behind.

        

      

      
        "If it really is a coup, we should respond..."

        

        "I'll go check it out. Just give me one mage."

        

        Marine stepped forward confidently, seemingly more self-assured after experiencing the ravine battle.

        

        "I'll go with you too."

        

        Serina also volunteered to help.

        

        One Sword Master might be vulnerable to the castle's anti-air defenses, but two would likely manage.

        

        I took both women's hands, one in each of mine.

        

        "You'll just take a quick look and come right back, right? If you get hurt by being reckless, I won't speak to you again, understood?"

        

        Marine flinched at my words.

        

        She must have been planning to go deeper into the castle.

        

        But having heard my threat, she would probably return quickly.

        

        Serina hugged Marine from behind and smiled brightly.

        

        "Don't worry, I'll take good care of Marine!"

        

        Finding herself in Serina's embrace, Marine puffed her cheeks in dissatisfaction but didn't push her away.

        

        They had clearly grown much closer.

        

        'I can trust Serina.'

        

        I nodded and was about to ask the Archmage for mages when...

        

        "I've brought the mages. They're our finest broomstick pilots."

        

        The perceptive Archmage had already brought two mages.

        

        I appreciated his thoughtfulness in bringing female mages.

        

        "Be careful."

        

        "We will!"

        

        True to the Archmage's word about their skill, the broomsticks glided smoothly through the air.

        

        Ding! Ding! Ding!

        

        Upon spotting the two women, the castle urgently launched magic spells and arrows.

        

        But the volume of incoming arrows and spells was less than expected.

        

        That made the coup theory seem more plausible.

        

        Whoosh.

        

        The two Sword Masters, who had gracefully circled the castle's airspace, returned.

        

        Both wore troubled expressions.

        

        Serina seemed too shocked to speak.

        

        "It's not a coup..."

        

        Marine calmly reported what she had seen in Serina's place.

        

        "Then what's happening?"

        

        "..."

        

        After a moment of silence, Marine carefully spoke.

        

        "Inside the Demon King's Castle... a massacre is taking place."

        

        "A massacre?"

        

        Karden was startled.

        

        For someone who wanted to save as many demon folk as possible, this was horrifying news.

        

        "Yes, they're herding people into large open spaces and killing them by detonating bombs."

        

        My mind raced.

        

        If these were rebels who had been captured and were being executed, there should have been signs of a coup attempt detected from inside the castle before now.

        

        Given the ongoing explosions, thousands of people must be involved, and it was impossible for such a large-scale rebellion to go undetected.

        

        Which meant...

        

        The Archmage seemed to have reached a similar conclusion, judging by his grim expression.

        

        Karden hadn't yet arrived at the same conclusion as me.

        

      

      
        Or perhaps she had noticed but was pretending not to, unwilling to believe it.

        

        "My guess is that they're reducing their numbers because of food shortages."

        

        "What?"

        

        Serina was shocked.

        

        "Why?"

        

        Marine was relatively composed, but she was still somewhat shaken.

        

        "Marine, did you notice any patterns among the people being massacred?"

        

        "Yes, most were women, and the men were either elderly or injured."

        

        As she testified to what she had witnessed, Marine's eyes widened as if realizing something.

        

        Karden's expression soured.

        

        For Karden, who loved all demon folk, this method would be unacceptable.

        

        It was also bad news for me, as I needed to plan for after the war.

        

        From now on, the Demon King's Castle would continue to select people to eliminate, reducing the number of mouths to feed, and the longer this siege continued, the greater our losses would be.

        

        For the sake of the demon folk being massacred inside, and for my post-war food plans...

        

        It seemed the time had come to accept some losses.

        

        Generally, in combat, the attacker-to-defender casualty ratio is overwhelmingly unfavorable for the attacker.

        

        Especially when the battlefield is the Demon King's Castle with its high, sturdy walls.

        

        That's why I had wanted to win with minimal fighting.

        

        But Dantalian's tyranny could no longer be tolerated.

        

        I looked at Karden and said:

        

        "Make your decision."

        

        Karden appeared deep in thought.

        

        If we did nothing, the demon folk inside the castle would be massacred.

        

        But if we attacked, we would certainly suffer heavy casualties.

        

        I felt I needed to encourage her a bit more.

        

        "Karden, you need to act now. The longer we wait, the less food there will be for ordinary demon folk."

        

        Though I hadn't given a detailed explanation, Karden seemed to understand my meaning.

        

        Now that she knew ordinary demon folk were being harmed, she would likely make a decision.

        

        The old Karden might have hesitated until the end and then avoided making a choice.

        

        But I believed the current Karden had the capacity to make this difficult decision.

        

        "Alright, let's go."

        

        "Yes."

        

        Karden finally made her decision.

        

        And I faithfully carried out my master's orders.

        

        "All troops, prepare for battle."

        

        Ogre soldiers lifted shields as large as their bodies.

        

        Goblin archers checked the number of arrows in their quivers.

        

        Orc spearmen sang their songs to boost morale.

        

        Disciplinary officers scattered throughout drew their swords and urged the soldiers on.

        

        The mages from the Karde Tower donned cloaks bearing the tower's emblem and pulled down their pointed hats.

        

        Marine raised her sword energy with a cool expression.

        

        Serina lightly slapped her own cheeks as if to maintain focus.

        

        Kani quietly saw everyone off, wishing for their safety.

        

        On the vast field before the Demon King's Castle...

        

        With tens of thousands of soldiers lined up...

        

        "All troops, charge!"

        

        With Karden's command, the final battle to determine the ruler of the demon realm began.
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        The first thing we started was the long-range bombardment that we had been doing daily.

        

        Since this was our final battle, we poured out every bomb we had without holding back.

        

        BOOM!

        

        Normally, when bombardment began, they would have taken cover, but today they had prepared for an all-out war and mobilized every available soldier.

        

        The demons endured direct hits from the falling bombs, knowing that if they abandoned the walls to hide, they could be conquered at any moment.

        

        CRASH!

        

        Each time bombs exploded on the walls, dozens of demon bodies were flung into the air.

        

        "We're starting to run low, sir."

        

        As much as I wanted to continue the bombardment all day, unfortunately, our mana bombs were limited in quantity and quickly depleted.

        

        "Mages, prepare!"

        

        Until now, our attack had been one-sided, but from this point on, casualties on our side would be inevitable.

        

        I swung my command baton, maintaining my focus.

        

        "Mage unit, charge!"

        

        Following the signal, hundreds of mages mounted on broomsticks rose into the sky.

        

        In response, mages from the Demon King's castle also ascended into the air on broomsticks.

        

        CRASH!

        

        The demons, who had initially just stared in wonder at the broomstick-riding mages, had at some point recognized their utility and begun actively using them.

        

        But no matter how hard the enemy mages had trained, they were no match for the Karde Magic Tower mages who had spent their entire lives riding broomsticks.

        

        And what influenced the battle situation the most was...

        

        Whoosh.

        

        The two Sword Masters who were sweeping away enemies while drawing out their unique mana.

        

        Each time their swords flashed, an enemy mage was shot down.

        

        "Damn it!"

        

        When a seemingly skilled demon tried to block them...

        

        Slash.

        

        His head flew off after just two exchanges.

        

        Now that we had air superiority, there was nothing left to fear.

        

        I raised my voice while extending my command baton.

        

        "Scale the walls!"

        

        As the signal flags fluttered at my command, the products that had been painstakingly developed by the Karde Magic Tower engineers appeared on the battlefield.

        

        From battering rams to break down the gates, to siege ladders made of solid metal.

        

        Every single one was a money pit.

        

        BOOM!

        

        A tremendous explosion echoed as the battering ram collided with the gate.

        

        "Charge! Charge!"

        

        Troll soldiers with exceptional recovery abilities climbed the ladders with shields in hand.

        

        "Stop them! Pour boiling water!"

        

        The Demon King's castle commanders weren't fools, and they responded with textbook defensive tactics.

        

        But there was one thing they overlooked.

        

        "Ugh... my head..."

        

        "I can't feel my arms..."

        

        The demon soldiers were starving.

        

        War demands considerable energy, both physically and mentally.

        

        And these soldiers fighting such a war were hungry?

        

        Their combat effectiveness was reduced to half, no, a quarter of normal.

        

        In an ordinary battle, the high walls would have been difficult to overcome, but in today's battle, we had already succeeded in occupying parts of the wall.

        

        "Not bad, is it?"

        

        If things continued like this, we could significantly reduce our casualties.

        

        "Indeed."

        

      

      
        Karden also expressed satisfaction at how smoothly the battle was progressing.

        

        "ARGH!"

        

        Just then, the enemy's last mage was shot down by Serina and plummeted to the ground.

        

        Now the air was completely under our control.

        

        Having confirmed the fall of the last mage, the Karde Magic Tower mages began to fully perform their role as bombers.

        

        Maintaining an altitude beyond arrow range, they casually cast spells where enemy troops were concentrated.

        

        A spell here on major military facilities.

        

        A spell there on resistant enemy forces.

        

        The enemy's confusion was palpable.

        

        They probably never imagined they would be pushed this far on the defensive, even with the advantage of their walls.

        

        "Hold your positions! If you retreat, you all die!"

        

        Someone who appeared to be an enemy general kept shouting at the top of his lungs, trying to defend the walls, but if wars could be won by voice alone, opera singers would have been ruling the battlefield long ago.

        

        And revealing yourself as a general on the battlefield makes you the primary target.

        

        Marine, who had been firing sword energy from the sky, seemed to hear his voice and jumped down right in front of the general.

        

        Slash.

        

        With a sharp cutting sound, she cut him down in a single stroke.

        

        "G-General!"

        

        As their command structure collapsed, the demons began to retreat even faster.

        

        "WAAAAH!"

        

        Just then, the battering ram finally shattered the gate, boosting our soldiers' morale.

        

        In a siege, once the gate opens, the battle is half won.

        

        Soldiers poured in.

        

        I hurriedly followed them inside.

        

        From now on, we needed to capture Dantalian.

        

        We couldn't afford to let him escape and leave an ember of rebellion.

        

        "Find Dantalian!"

        

        "1,000 gold bounty on Dantalian's head! Catch him and become rich!"

        

        With such a massive bounty, soldiers rushed into the castle to find him.

        

        "I surrender!"

        

        "Spare me, please."

        

        Enemy soldiers who realized the tide had turned began surrendering in droves.

        

        "Young master, get on!"

        

        As I was struggling through the crowd of soldiers, trying to reach the building where Dantalian was presumed to be, the Magic Tower Master extended his hand from his broomstick.

        

        I grabbed his hand and barely managed to climb onto the broomstick amidst the chaos.

        

        ***

        

        "Damn it... damn it!"

        

        Negative reports kept pouring in.

        

        Dantalian bit his nails nervously, looking for a way to survive.

        

        There's a saying that even if you're caught by a dragon, you can find a way to survive if you keep your wits about you.

        

        He had placed his hopes on the dinosaur that the intelligence department had promised to find, but they ultimately failed.

        

        'Where should I go...'

        

        Dantalian frantically searched for a place to hide.

        

        It was humiliating for the ruler of the demon realm to flee, but he knew he needed to survive to have any chance.

        

        As he was carefully examining the territories on the map...

        

        "My Lord! We found it!"

        

        The intelligence director burst through the door rudely.

        

        Dantalian's expression soured momentarily, but hearing that they had found something, he approached urgently without scolding.

        

        "You really found it?"

        

        "Yes, we discovered documents showing the location of the tunnel."

        

        "Good, well done! Let's go immediately."

        

      

      
        Dantalian hastily stuffed valuables into his pockets and headed for the secret underground passage with elite intelligence agents.

        

        Beneath the throne in the Demon King's audience chamber, there existed an emergency escape tunnel leading outside.

        

        This was secret information that the foolish Karden didn't know, as he had fled to the academy during his succession training.

        

        "Quickly, move quickly."

        

        Dantalian urged the intelligence agents scouting ahead as they entered the emergency passage.

        

        Anxiously biting his nails, not knowing when Karden might burst in, Dantalian quickly closed the passage after the last intelligence director entered.

        

        "Now, let's get to that tunnel or whatever it is. Lead the way."

        

        And so Dantalian and about fifty intelligence agents escaped from the Demon King's castle.

        

        ***

        

        "It's empty!"

        

        "Dantalian is nowhere to be found."

        

        'This is bad.'

        

        I nervously shook my leg with anxiety.

        

        We had accepted casualties to break through quickly and prevent a prolonged war, but if Dantalian escaped, I couldn't imagine how long this conflict might drag on.

        

        In contrast to my nervousness, Karden seemed calm as he thoroughly searched Dantalian's desk.

        

        It seemed important documents had been taken, but quite a few still remained.

        

        "Hendel, look at this."

        

        Karden handed me a document that had been on Dantalian's desk.

        

        [The budget required for exploring the previous Demon King's tunnel is approximately 3,232 gold...]

        

        "..."

        

        He must have wondered how we were able to move freely throughout the demon realm.

        

        But I never imagined he would think of the tunnel.

        

        I put down the document and exchanged glances with Karden.

        

        There was a high probability that Dantalian had headed for the tunnel.

        

        The dinosaur summoning had been neutralized, but if he escaped through the tunnel, it would be extremely troublesome.

        

        We needed to catch him before that happened.

        

        After hearing the situation, the Magic Tower Master's expression hardened, and he summoned several mages.

        

        "Take Marine and Serina and depart for the tunnel immediately."

        

        The capture of the Demon King's castle was already complete.

        

        All that remained was Dantalian's life.

        

        I steeled my resolve and mounted a broomstick.

        

        ***

        

        "At your service! What brings you here?"

        

        I had worried we might be too late, but fortunately, it seemed we had arrived ahead of Dantalian's group.

        

        The mage assigned to guard the tunnel tilted his head in confusion at our sudden appearance.

        

        "Dantalian and his group will be entering the tunnel soon. Prepare for battle."

        

        "Understood!"

        

        The mage's eyes widened as he and his colleagues hurriedly activated the defense mechanisms.

        

        Karde Magic Tower and I had always prepared for the possibility of the tunnel being exposed to enemies.

        

        We had installed numerous magical devices and traps at this crucial tunnel entrance.

        

        This place would become Dantalian's grave.

        

        BOOM!

        

        Speak of the devil—a massive explosion sounded from the passage above.

        

        The elevator we had installed was helplessly destroyed.

        

        THUD! THUD!

        

        One by one, demons jumped down into the interior, and then...

        

        Dantalian.

        

        I glared at him.

        

        He glared back at me.

        

        It was time to put an end to this bitter feud.
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        "Damn, was it a trap..."

        

        Dantalian muttered, biting his lip.

        

        It seems he thinks he's fallen into a trap after seeing us waiting.

        

        I didn't bother to correct his misunderstanding.

        

        There's no need to tell someone who's about to die anyway.

        

        "N-No! There was definitely a secret dinosaur army in this tunnel..."

        

        The demon standing beside Dantalian explained with cold sweat pouring down his forehead.

        

        It seems that man was the one who discovered the tunnel.

        

        I gave them the most unpleasant smile I could muster.

        

        "That? We already neutralized it with magic."

        

        "..."

        

        The face of the man next to Dantalian turned deathly pale.

        

        "Stupid fool. It was my mistake to make someone like you the intelligence director."

        

        So that man was the intelligence director.

        

        A chill ran down my spine at the thought that if he had discovered the true nature of this tunnel earlier, an enormous dinosaur army would have swept across the continent.

        

        "Tch, can't be helped."

        

        Dantalian drew a small sword from its scabbard.

        

        I thought he mainly used magic, but contrary to his appearance, he seems to use swords as well.

        

        "This works out better. I'll take this opportunity to kill all of you and rebuild the demon realm."

        

        Dantalian pointed his sword at Carden with blazing eyes.

        

        "You whore, completely infatuated with a human man, handing over the demon realm. Today, I will definitely kill you."

        

        Despite being enemies, hearing such harsh words from family made Carden's expression darken.

        

        I was about to step in at this point.

        

        "I'm keeping the demon race fed with Hendel's help. But what have you been doing, Dantalian? Haven't you just been thinking about power while using starving demons as bait?"

        

        A hardened Carden bit her lip firmly and responded to Dantalian.

        

        Dantalian furrowed his brow.

        

        "Shut up. Rather than groveling to humans for food, it would be more honorable for demons to starve to death."

        

        "Honor? What bullshit. You're more of a disgrace to demonkind, Dantalian—sucking up to the imperial princess because you lacked the strength to defeat your political rivals yourself."

        

        "You—how dare you speak of disgracing demonkind!"

        

        Dantalian's eyes reddened as he drew his sword, clearly struck at his core.

        

        That last remark definitely touched a nerve.

        

        I glanced sideways and made eye contact with the mage.

        

        The entire conversation was being recorded.

        

        If Carden became the Demon King, we planned to use this as a tool to boost her approval ratings.

        

        "Kill that trash!"

        

        At Dantalian's charge, dozens of demons drew their swords and followed.

        

        Indeed, each of these demons loyal to Dantalian until the end appeared quite skilled.

        

        Even more so than the intelligence agents who had attacked us before.

        

        As the intelligence agents began to rush in, the defensive magic and magical devices we had set up in advance began to activate all at once.

        

        Sharp spikes shot up from the cave floor, and powerful energy bolts rained down on the demons.

        

        BOOM!

        

        Massive explosions echoed through the tunnel one after another, but true to their elite status, they withstood the traps without a single casualty.

        

        Some were injured, though, which meant the traps had served their purpose.

      

      
        

        "Chain Lightning!"

        

        Under the lead of the Magic Tower Master, who was considered a strong candidate for the next Grand Magician of the Empire, the mages began firing spells in unison.

        

        While the demons somehow managed to defend against the attacks from ordinary mages, they couldn't withstand the assault from the future Grand Magician candidate.

        

        Enemies were swept away with each attack.

        

        The enemy was down to about 40 people now.

        

        As the distance closed, the mages retreated as if on cue, and Serina and Marine began engaging the enemies with their brilliant sword auras.

        

        Carden, who wasn't quite at Swordmaster level but had maximized her demonic power to reach a similar level, also fought three or four opponents simultaneously.

        

        "Die!"

        

        While his subordinates were occupied with the Swordmasters, Dantalian targeted me.

        

        Like Carden, he maximized his demonic power, flapping his wings as he thrust his sword at me sharply.

        

        "Hendel!"

        

        Marine, who had been skillfully dispatching demons, screamed and tried to approach.

        

        But I skillfully activated magic to harden my body and met his attack head-on.

        

        CLANG!

        

        Despite a sword hitting a human body, it sounded like metal striking metal.

        

        "What the hell..."

        

        Dantalian had probably heard much about Marine and Serina's prowess, but he likely had little information about me.

        

        That's why he seemed to underestimate me, but I could withstand his attacks unless he was a Swordmaster.

        

        Time was on our side anyway.

        

        Eventually, the two Swordmasters would wipe out the enemies, and we had already called for reinforcements.

        

        I focused on defending myself with protective magic.

        

        "Urgh..."

        

        As intelligence agents gradually turned into corpses on the ground, Dantalian steeled his gaze with determination and cut off his own arm.

        

        "What is this..."

        

        Startled by this sudden self-mutilation, I stepped back.

        

        When an opponent suddenly acts strangely, retreating is the right move.

        

        "ARRRGH!"

        

        My instinct was correct—Dantalian's muscles began to expand explosively, his clothes tearing as he gradually transformed from human form into a monstrous shape.

        

        Slash.

        

        Marine, having cut down the last intelligence agent, rushed over to shield me.

        

        "That's..."

        

        Carden trembled as she spoke, seeming to recognize Dantalian's sudden transformation.

        

        "What the hell is that?"

        

        "It's a secret technique only demons with strong bloodlines of the Demon King can use. By sacrificing their sanity and life, they can temporarily enter an awakened state."

        

        Attacking during transformation would be against the rules, but this was a life-or-death situation.

        

        "Attack now!"

        

        I urgently cast attack magic and shouted, and the startled mages hurriedly unleashed their spells.

        

        Not knowing what would happen, the mages spared no mana and poured all their attack magic at Dantalian's dangerous transformation.

        

        BOOM!

        

        Countless spells pounded his body.

        

        But amazingly, Dantalian completed his transformation with only the loss of his left arm.

        

        "What the..."

        

        The Magic Tower Master sighed in disbelief.

        

      

      
        The mages had depleted all their mana and would need time to recover.

        

        The trio of Marine, Serina, and Carden surrounded Dantalian and launched their attacks.

        

        "Blessing of the Iris."

        

        Under the blessing of the iris that blooms and withers in a day, the trio's speed increased.

        

        Though they had never practiced together, the three women demonstrated perfect coordination based on their innate combat sense.

        

        The power of three Swordmaster-level fighters working together was formidable, tearing off all his wings and cutting off one of his legs.

        

        "GRAAAAH!"

        

        Dantalian finally completed his transformation.

        

        Whoosh.

        

        With a casual wave of his hand, Carden was sent flying into the wall.

        

        Sending Carden flying with just a gesture.

        

        'This is absurd.'

        

        Dantalian, displaying his monstrous abilities, faced Serina and Marine with reddened eyes.

        

        Normally, withstanding attacks from two Swordmasters would be nearly impossible, but Dantalian managed this impossible feat.

        

        Marine and Serina's wounds gradually increased.

        

        The mages who had belatedly recovered their mana threw restraining spells at Dantalian, but it wasn't enough.

        

        'In that case...'

        

        I gritted my teeth and began to overload my magical power.

        

        "M-Master!"

        

        The Magic Tower Master, noticing what I was trying to do, panicked and tried to stop me, but it was necessary for victory.

        

        "Hendel!"

        

        Marine's expression twisted in horror.

        

        She must have remembered what happened in the cave before.

        

        Recklessly overloading magical power, as I had experienced, damages the magic circuits and has extremely negative effects on a mage.

        

        I had suffered greatly from it.

        

        'But with my changed magical structure...'

        

        "Kuhk..."

        

        Despite coughing up blood, I concentrated with all my might and cast all the spells I knew simultaneously.

        

        Flowers and plants erupted, filling the tunnel.

        

        Lotuses and lilies, symbols of sanctity, burst in midair and attacked the demonic nature of Dantalian's power.

        

        Countless types of vines entangled Dantalian's body.

        

        Hard wooden spikes protruded from the walls, piercing through Dantalian.

        

        Every buff I knew was cast on the trio.

        

        Carden staggered under the influence of the lotuses and lilies, but...

        

        "Hnngh..."

        

        Seeing me cough blood, an enraged Marine's sword aura blazed even more brilliantly.

        

        "ARRRGH!"

        

        Sensing his fate, Dantalian screamed and cut away the vines binding him.

        

        I felt sorry for using her feelings, but...

        

        Marine, tears streaming down her face, finally beheaded Dantalian.

        

        Thud...

        

        Dantalian's face, twisted in agony, rolled toward me.

        

        "Hah..."

        

        Only then could I relax and let go of consciousness.
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        "Ugh..."

        

        I barely managed to open my eyes while clutching my head, which was ringing painfully.

        

        It was the familiar ceiling I saw every day.

        

        I turned my head to check the blanket this time.

        

        The moment I confirmed it was the familiar feeling blanket.

        

        "Phew..."

        

        I could breathe a sigh of relief.

        

        It was proof that I was alive and well.

        

        "Huh?"

        

        But there was one spot on the spacious bed that was unusually bulging.

        

        Curious, I ignored the screaming protests from my entire body and pulled the blanket.

        

        "Snooore..."

        

        There was the familiar red-haired maid, secretly sneaking in to sleep as usual.

        

        Normally, she would have been clinging tightly to my side, but it seems she was content with just sharing the same bed out of consideration for me as a patient.

        

        As I gently stroked her red hair, Kani stirred and slowly opened her eyes.

        

        Our eyes met.

        

        Kani's eyes widened, and she hurriedly ran outside.

        

        "Marine! Serina! The young master is awake!"

        

        Before I could stop her, Kani had already gone outside.

        

        I sat there blankly, without getting any explanation about the situation.

        

        About ten seconds passed?

        

        The door burst open.

        

        Marine and Serina beamed with bright smiles when they saw me and threw themselves into my arms.

        

        "I'm so glad you're alive! Thank you, really thank you."

        

        Serina's eyes were welling up with tears.

        

        It seems she had been through a lot emotionally.

        

        Since I was responsible for making them worry, I awkwardly scratched the back of my head, at a loss for words.

        

        "Could I possibly know what date it is now?"

        

        My last memory was clearly from winter, but somehow there were flowers blooming outside.

        

        Marine grabbed my hand with teary eyes.

        

        "It's already March."

        

        "..."

        

        I knew my body would be under severe strain, but I didn't expect it to be to this extent.

        

        While I was at a loss for words, Kani thankfully brought me some cool tea.

        

        "Thank you."

        

        After briefly expressing my gratitude, I took a sip of the cool tea, feeling my head clear up.

        

        After organizing my thoughts briefly, the first thing I asked was:

        

        "What happened to Karden?"

        

        Karden's whereabouts.

        

        Considering that he wasn't in this mansion now and that I was alive and well, it would be reasonable to assume that Karden had successfully become the Demon King, but...

        

        There could have been some unfortunate incidents.

        

        Kani was the one who answered my question.

        

        "Karden has become the Demon King and is working 20 hours a day! He's so healthy that he complains it's a problem, so please don't worry about Karden."

        

        "That's a relief."

        

        It seems everything went according to plan.

        

        Only then could I relax and smile brightly.

        

        I had defeated the greatest villain, and I had also managed to create a friendly relationship between this world's protagonist Serina and the villainess Marine, who were originally destined to be at odds with each other.

        

        With Karden, who loves the academy and demon folk more than anyone else, sitting on the Demon King's throne, the threat of war had disappeared.

        

        If this world were a romance fantasy novel, I could proudly claim to have witnessed a happy ending—a beautiful conclusion.

        

        I pulled the three women who were chattering on the bed and making my ears happy into my arms.

        

        "Hendel?"

        

        "Hehe!"

        

        "Young maaaster."

        

        The three women showed various reactions.

        

        I felt sorry that I couldn't hug Karden too, but I was planning to schedule a visit to the demon realm soon.

        

        I could hug him all I wanted then.

        

        Holding the three women tightly in my arms, I said what I had been thinking all along.

        

        "Shall we get married?"

        

        "R-really?"

        

        "Yeah, everything's over now, so why not."

        

        They say friends become alike—the three close friends all started crying in unison after Serina burst into tears as a signal.

        

        "Uh...huh?"

      

      
        

        I was perplexed because I expected them to jump up and down with joy, not cry.

        

        I was especially shocked to see Marine, of all people, showing tears.

        

        "Do you... not want to?"

        

        Wondering if it was just my misunderstanding, I cautiously asked, and Kani shook her head.

        

        "Of course we're thrilled. We were expecting you to propose when you woke up."

        

        As expected of the love expert Kani.

        

        While I was admiring her insight, Serina continued.

        

        "It's just that, actually hearing it from Hendel's mouth makes me so happy that I'm crying..."

        

        Fortunately, it seems they weren't crying because they disliked the idea of marriage.

        

        "Then... about the marriage...?"

        

        The three women exchanged glances and then smiled brightly.

        

        "I'd love to!"

        

        "I'd love to."

        

        "I'll be a good wife!"

        

        Each accepted in their own characteristic way.

        

        'Thank goodness.'

        

        Although it was a proposal made with half-confidence since we had already confirmed our feelings for each other, I was still nervous nonetheless.

        

        'Ah, the rings.'

        

        Almost forgetting the most important thing, I carefully activated my magic.

        

        Thanks to the long period of recovery, I was now able to manifest simple magic.

        

        First, I summoned a sunflower and shaped it into a ring, then slipped it onto Kani's finger.

        

        The meaning of sunflowers is cheerfulness, brightness, and hope.

        

        I thought it was an appropriate flower ring for Kani, who always showed a cheerful and bright smile.

        

        "Young master, I really, really love you!"

        

        "Yes, yes, I love you too, Kani."

        

        The next flower I summoned was a freesia.

        

        A flower symbolizing purity, friendship, and consideration—I thought it was an appropriate ring for Serina.

        

        "Hnnnngh."

        

        When I put the ring on her, Serina's cheeks turned bright red and her language system broke down.

        

        Taking it as a sign that she was too happy, I patted her head and moved on.

        

        Finally, Marine.

        

        I slipped a ring made of cherry blossoms onto Marine's finger.

        

        Surprisingly, unlike Serina and Kani, Marine accepted the ring calmly.

        

        I was surprised that she was more subdued than I expected, as I thought she would be the most excited, but thinking about it, it made sense that she would be calm since I had been giving her hints all along.

        

        After putting rings on all three women, I cautiously asked.

        

        "When should we get married?"

        

        "This month."

        

        "This month?"

        

        "Yes, I want to be a spring bride."

        

        Realistically, getting married within a month is nearly impossible.

        

        Especially for a joint wedding like this one.

        

        "I'll take care of that. So Hendel, hurry to the demon realm and bring Karden back."

        

        "My goodness... Marine..."

        

        Looking closely, the corners of her mouth were twitching slightly, suggesting she wasn't entirely pleased, but I was genuinely moved by the fact that she was looking out for others.

        

        I still remember the troublemaking villainess Marine from when she was seven...

        

        "I'm proud of you, Marine."

        

        When I patted her head, she tilted it curiously but quietly enjoyed my touch.

        

        I left the wedding preparations to them and immediately rushed to the academy.

        

        Spring.

        

        The academy had reopened normally, and students were enjoying their youth, laughing as if nothing had happened.

        

        Unfortunately, except for the four women, I had no friends, so I headed straight for the demon realm portal.

        

        "Oh! Young master, you're awake?"

        

        "Yes, I'm awake."

        

        "Congratulations!"

        

        The branch manager, who was startled by my sudden appearance, welcomed me with a happy smile.

        

        Then, as if remembering something, he clapped his hands.

        

        "By the way, Demon King Karden is also visiting the academy. Have you met him?"

        

        "No, Karden is here?"

        

        "Yes, he's looking around the magic department building. It will be difficult for him to attend the academy from now on."

        

        "Oh, thank you for the information."

        

        I had almost missed Karden, so I breathed a sigh of relief and entered the magic department building.

        

        Thanks to the support from Karden Tower, the magic department's facilities had become even more advanced than before.

        

      

      
        Wondering where Karden might be, I moved to the place where Karden and I had our first conversation.

        

        For some reason, I felt that Karden would be there.

        

        Ding~

        

        When the elevator stopped, as expected, a familiar brown-haired girl was absentmindedly looking out the window.

        

        I approached her quietly, intending to surprise her, but...

        

        Karden hugged me first.

        

        "Hendel, you're awake!"

        

        I was the one trying to surprise her, but I ended up being hugged instead.

        

        She used to be oblivious to such things, but it seems her senses have developed since becoming the Demon King.

        

        As I was getting covered in Karden's tears and snot, I urgently stopped her before I got any dirtier.

        

        "Sniff..."

        

        Karden cutely blew her nose.

        

        "Ahem... um... Karden?"

        

        As I was trying to set the mood for a proposal...

        

        "Will you marry me, Hendel?"

        

        Karden suddenly broke off one of her horns and handed it to me.

        

        I was first shocked that she had snapped off her own horn, and then I was stunned for a moment when she beat me to the proposal.

        

        "Uh...? You don't... want to...?"

        

        Karden looked anxious when I was too shocked to respond.

        

        I finally gathered my wits and hugged the anxious Karden.

        

        "N-no, I do! I do! Master, I love you completely!"

        

        "Hehe..."

        

        Only then did Karden smile happily, as if relieved.

        

        I couldn't help but scratch my head as I belatedly handed her the ring.

        

        The ring I gave to Karden was made of iris, symbolizing courage, faith, and hope.

        

        "Actually, as soon as I woke up, I proposed to all the other women, and you were the only one left."

        

        "Ah..."

        

        "I was thinking of having the wedding in spring. Is that okay?"

        

        Karden thought for a moment, tapping the table.

        

        "Let's have it in a week."

        

        "What?"

        

        "Marine's father is a Sword Master, so he can come quickly, and Hendel's parents can also arrive soon using the underground tunnels."

        

        "...Is it because of the demon realm?"

        

        "Yes, there's too much work."

        

        I couldn't refuse such consideration when she was busy with work.

        

        Indeed, our parents could come through the underground tunnels, and we weren't planning to invite many nobles anyway.

        

        "Alright, let's do it this Sunday."

        

        ""

        

        A massive multipurpose building next to the mansion.

        

        It was a building that Kani had ambitiously constructed while I was asleep, and it was decided that our wedding would be held here.

        

        She had even built a wedding hall, saying it would be used for our wedding.

        

        Thanks to that, we were spared the trouble of looking for a wedding venue, which wasn't bad.

        

        Since each of the marriage parties had continent-shaking influence, there was a diverse range of people hoping to attend the wedding.

        

        From demon folk to the Imperial Princess.

        

        The venue could accommodate 1,000 people, but we still had to spend two sleepless nights selecting the guest list.

        

        Anyway, after all the hard work, the wedding day finally arrived.

        

        Out of consideration for Karden, who was the Demon King, the wedding proceeded without the clerical procedures.

        

        "The groom enters."

        

        I entered the wedding hall with my father and my newly born sibling.

        

        My sibling had been born while I was unconscious, and I felt strange thinking that if I were to have a child, they would be around the same age as my sibling.

        

        "The brides enter."

        

        When the four women in pure white dresses entered arm in arm, people gasped.

        

        It was no wonder they were amazed—not one, but four women who could be considered the continent's greatest beauties were together.

        

        'With makeup, they're just unbelievable...'

        

        Even I couldn't stop admiring the women in their wedding makeup.

        

        With many people watching, I and the four brides stood before the altar.

        

        Uniquely, the Imperial Princess served as the officiant.

        

        I heard that recently, the Imperial Princess had given up on checking us and changed her strategy to be friendly.

        

        It seems she volunteered to be the officiant to earn points with me.

        

        Dressed solemnly for the wedding, the Imperial Princess spoke in a low voice.

        

        "The groom and brides, please make your vows."

        

        The four brides and I exchanged glances briefly and, with happy smiles on our lips, made our vows.

        

        "I love you, and I promise to stand by your side, respect you, and live with you through joy and sorrow, in health and in sickness."
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        "The Villainess Who Refuses to Reform is Only Kind to Me" has finally reached its conclusion.

        

        After being discharged from the military, I was just lying on my bed reading novels when I posted this story without much expectation. I've been genuinely happy every day because so many more people than I anticipated have read it.

        

        It's all thanks to you, dear readers. I sincerely thank you.

        

        Of course, since this was my first time writing, looking back, there were many moments I regret and times when I wavered.

      

      
        

        I often questioned myself, "Can I really write this novel all the way to completion?"

        

        But thanks to the readers who read my story and engaged with me through comments, I gained the motivation to run all the way to the finish line.

        

        I'm happy that I was able to conclude the story without taking a single break.

        

      

      
        I sincerely thank all the readers who joined me on this journey, and I'll greet you with side stories starting Friday.

        

        Thank you so much for everything.

        

        I wish you all happiness!!!
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        Before I knew it, I had graduated from the academy and become an adult.

        

        As I stared blankly into space, it suddenly occurred to me that I had never paid my respects to my spouse's family.

        

        Until now, I had the excuse of being busy with my studies, but having graduated from the academy, I should officially visit them.

        

        The succession to the Count's position is coming to an end soon, and once I become Count, it will be difficult to move around freely.

        

        "Hmm..."

        

        While I was contemplating where to visit, I noticed Serina coming from the adjacent building with a basket full of freshly baked cookies, smiling brightly.

        

        'Come to think of it, I've never visited Serina's home.'

        

        I knew she was from a small village, but I had never actually been there.

        

        Even Serina had only visited her family home once privately since our marriage.

        

        'Yes, let's visit Serina's home first.'

        

        I decided to act immediately on my decision.

        

        It's not like I had anything else to do anyway.

        

        "Oh... oh... y-young m-master... where are you... going?"

        

        As I left the room, I noticed Kani buried in the massage chair that was a wedding gift from the Karde Magic Tower.

        

        I gave her a light kiss and grinned.

        

        "I'm going to visit Serina's family home for a bit."

        

        "Oh! Me too!"

        

        Kani's eyes sparkled as she rose from the massage chair at the mention of visiting Serina's home.

        

        She seemed curious about Serina's house too.

        

        I shook my head.

        

        "This time it's for a wedding greeting that I've been putting off, so it might be difficult."

        

        "Ah... if it's a wedding greeting, then it can't be helped! I'll explain it well to the others, so have a good trip!"

        

        "Thanks, I appreciate it."

        

        Even now, Kani was using her characteristically smooth personality to maintain harmonious relationships among the four women.

        

        I could trust her with this.

        

        "Then, a farewell kiss!"

        

        "Sure, sure."

        

        Kani and I shared a light kiss.

        

        I waved my hand slightly to Kani and left the mansion.

        

        "Oh, Hendel!"

        

        I ran into Serina who was just about to enter the mansion, and she greeted me with a bright smile.

        

        "Here, I baked some cookies for us to eat together..."

        

        Before she could finish speaking, I snatched the cookies from her hand.

        

        Then, holding her hand firmly, I headed toward the carriage.

        

        Serina wore a puzzled expression.

        

        "Where are we going?"

        

        "Somewhere nice."

        

        "Hmm... okay!"

        

        Though she seemed confused by my sudden pulling, Serina followed me without complaint.

        

        I secretly conveyed our destination to the coachman who was waiting, then boarded the carriage again.

        

        Serina, who had already climbed into the carriage, was absently looking at the scenery outside.

        

        "Where are the others?"

        

        Serina asked as I got into the carriage.

        

        I answered with a broad smile.

        

        "This time, I wanted to spend time with just you."

        

        "Oh? Hehe, that's nice."

        

        Even the kind-hearted Serina seemed to have wanted some time alone with me.

        

        She smiled with joy at the news of our private trip.

        

        I closed the carriage door and signaled for departure.

        

        Clippity-clop, clippity-clop.

        

        As the carriage began to move, Serina hummed a tune, excited about our journey together.

        

        She brought a freshly baked cookie to my mouth.

        

        Crunch, crunch.

        

        The sweet peanut cookie crackled in my mouth, and I gave a thumbs up for its excellent taste.

        

        Her skills were improving day by day after learning from a famous pastry chef in the capital.

        

        "Hehe."

        

        Serina smiled shyly at my compliment.

        

        From the past until now, the compliment that works best on Serina is praising her baking skills.

        

      

      
        "Hmm~ Oh, I was talking with Kani recently, and I was thinking maybe our next trip could be to the demon realm."

        

        "The demon realm?"

        

        "Yes! We've already visited most of the famous tourist spots in the Empire! Now it's time to travel to the demon realm."

        

        Although the demon realm had become much more stable since Karden began ruling, it was still dangerous for humans to go there alone.

        

        But for us, with two Sword Masters in our group, there were no more dangerous places in this world.

        

        I nodded as I mentally considered our schedule.

        

        "Sure, let's go to the demon realm."

        

        "Yay! I love you, Hendel."

        

        Serina shyly threw herself into my arms.

        

        The once shy Serina had become so accustomed to expressing affection that she now initiated physical contact like this.

        

        At first, Marine would tightly embrace me from the front, Kani would occupy my back, and Serina would just stand at a distance laughing.

        

        But ever since Kani, unable to bear it any longer, pulled her into a room for a long conversation, she began approaching me more actively.

        

        In fact, I believed that increasing physical contact was important for a healthy marital relationship, so I was glad that Serina was taking the initiative.

        

        As we held each other close, chatting and giggling, the carriage left the capital.

        

        Even Serina didn't seem to find this strange yet.

        

        We occasionally left the capital to explore the surroundings, after all.

        

        However, Serina's smile stiffened after about two hours of leaving the capital.

        

        "Hen... Hendel, where are we going?"

        

        I looked at her and smirked.

        

        "It's still a secret."

        

        "..."

        

        The carriage continued on, and as we got closer to our destination, Serina's eyes grew wider.

        

        "Um, Hendel?"

        

        "Yes!"

        

        "If I'm not mistaken, we seem to be heading toward my home?"

        

        Hmm, she finally noticed.

        

        I grinned and pinched her soft cheek.

        

        "Ugh..."

        

        Serina cutely frowned.

        

        I shared a quick kiss with her and said:

        

        "Yes, we're going to greet your parents."

        

        "Eek!"

        

        Serina's face flushed bright red.

        

        "We've been married for quite some time, but I realized I've never greeted your parents."

        

        "Ugh... you could have told me in advance."

        

        I gently stroked her short pink hair.

        

        "But then it wouldn't be fun, would it?"

        

        Serina furrowed her brows.

        

        "Hendel, you're too mischievous!"

        

        She seemed to be trying to show that she was angry, but with Serina's naturally gentle appearance, it wasn't intimidating at all.

        

        If anything, it was just cute.

        

        "But still, isn't it nice for you to see your parents after so long?"

        

        "W-well, that's true."

        

        "Then it's settled!"

        

        I pinched her cheek once more before letting go.

        

        ***

        

        "Hmm, the familiar smell of cow dung."

        

        "..."

        

        As we reached the village where Serina's family home was located, the familiar scent of cow dung wafted through the air.

        

        Our territory also had many cows, so I used to smell it often, but since moving to the capital, I rarely had the chance to experience it, making it quite nostalgic.

        

        "Oh...?"

        

        As we passed through the village entrance, local children began following our carriage.

        

        Being such a small and quiet village, outsiders must be quite a novelty.

        

        "Can we stop for a moment?"

        

        "Of course."

        

        I instructed the coachman to halt the carriage briefly.

        

        The children peered into the carriage with curious eyes.

        

        I brought out the soda I had recently developed, while Serina carried her freshly baked cookies as we stepped out.

        

      

      
        Children, as a rule, go crazy for carbonated drinks and snacks.

        

        As we exited the carriage, the children's eyes widened.

        

        "Sister Serina!"

        

        "Wow, it's Serina!"

        

        The children came toddling over.

        

        Serina greeted each child with a bright smile.

        

        Just as I was feeling slightly disappointed that the children were flocking to Serina despite my secret weapon—soda—

        

        "H-hello?"

        

        A little girl cautiously approached me.

        

        The child had unusually silver hair and emitted a strange aura.

        

        "Hi there."

        

        I knelt down to meet her eyes.

        

        The child, shy upon making eye contact with me, carefully opened her mouth.

        

        "W-what's your relationship with Sister Serina?"

        

        "Hmm... what do you think it is?"

        

        I handed her a bottle of soda and asked playfully.

        

        The girl, eyes sparkling as she accepted the soda, tilted her head.

        

        "Umm... since Serina is married, are you her husband?"

        

        "Hehe, that's correct."

        

        I patted her head approvingly.

        

        The girl, who had been happily enjoying the head pat, suddenly changed her expression and puffed her cheeks.

        

        "If you ever make our Serina sad, I won't let you get away with it!"

        

        It seems Serina is quite popular in this village too.

        

        Even this little girl is so protective of her.

        

        I smiled gently and said:

        

        "Of course not. She's the woman I truly love."

        

        "R-really?"

        

        "Yes!"

        

        "T-then promise me!"

        

        "Sure, sure."

        

        I naturally tried to do the pinky promise that children typically do when making promises.

        

        But the child suddenly closed her eyes and began to pray.

        

        "What's this?"

        

        While I was puzzled, a pure white aura began to flow from the child.

        

        Seeing that, I gaped in astonishment.

        

        "Now, swear to the Goddess!"

        

        The child with sparkling eyes was a saint chosen by the Goddess.

        

        I couldn't help but laugh.

        

        There was definitely something special about this village.

        

        Following Serina, the Sword Master who was the protagonist of this world, now a saint had emerged.

        

        Perhaps since the romance fantasy villainess novel that was the background of this world had reached its conclusion, a new story was beginning to be written in this world.

        

        A rural village saint having a childhood friend hero was a predictable development.

        

        As I observed the children greeting Serina, I made eye contact with a boy who was nervously looking in our direction.

        

        I instinctively knew that he was the next hero.

        

        'What a crazy world.'

        

        How soon after the novel concluded was a new story already beginning?

        

        Since I wasn't the protagonist of the story about to be written, I couldn't do much.

        

        But hoping that the new novel would have a happy ending, I left a bit of help for the girl in front of me.

        

        "At some point, your male friend will suddenly want to go on an adventure. Stop him by any means necessary. The current Demon King is actually a good one."

        

        "What?"

        

        "And if the church tries to kidnap you because you're a saint, resist by mentioning my name. They'll understand if you say Hendel Adger."

        

        "What...?"

        

        I looked at the confused girl and stood up without saying anything more.

        

        She might not understand now, but later, this advice would be valuable.

        

        I've always been a supporter of the childhood friend saint in traditional hero stories!

        

        I hope they don't go through the trouble of trying to defeat Karden and instead live happily together.

        

        "Wait! Promise before you go!"

        

        'Good luck, future protagonists!'

      

    

  
    
      Ch.83First Experience (Serina Side Story #Complete)Aug 22, 2025

      
        "This is our home."

        

        "Ohhh..."

        

        Serina's house was a cozy home with a red roof, creating a serene atmosphere that blended perfectly with the surrounding landscape.

        

        I felt excitement as I was about to enter a house that looked like it came straight out of a fairy tale, and I carefully knocked on the door.

        

        "Yes~"

        

        A bright voice came from inside, and Serina's mother appeared, having the same beautiful pink hair as Serina.

        

        "Hello!"

        

        The moment I saw her familiar figure, I immediately bowed my head.

        

        "Oh, Sir Hendel!"

        

        Her mother welcomed me warmly.

        

        "Please come in!"

        

        She cheerfully guided me inside the house.

        

        I carefully stepped into the homey interior.

        

        "Big sister?"

        

        A little child who looked like a miniature version of Serina toddled over.

        

        "Rena!"

        

        Serina embraced the small child with a bright smile.

        

        I'd heard she had a much younger sibling, but seeing them in person, the age gap was so significant that they could have passed for mother and daughter rather than sisters.

        

        'Would Serina's child look like this?'

        

        As I was approaching adulthood myself and not without thoughts of children, watching Serina and Serena gave me a peculiar feeling.

        

        "Is this big sister's husband?"

        

        "Yes, he's the person your sister loves."

        

        "More than Serena?"

        

        Serina scratched her head with an awkward smile.

        

        "I love you both the same!"

        

        "Hmm..."

        

        Serena, who had been staring at me intently, waddled over.

        

        "Big sister Serina is mine."

        

        Indeed, between this and the village children earlier, I could really feel how beloved Serina was among the little ones.

        

        I knelt down and asked her:

        

        "How about sharing her with this big brother?"

        

        "Hmm..."

        

        Serena tilted her head thoughtfully.

        

        I took out some improved hardtack with honey from my pocket.

        

        "Here, try this."

        

        Though suspicious, Serena carefully put the hardtack in her mouth.

        

        Her eyes widened.

        

        "Delicious!"

        

        "Right? Is this enough for you to share Serina with me?"

        

        "Yes! Big brother is a good person!"

        

        I patted cute Serena's head and approached the kitchen.

        

        "You must be hungry after coming so far. I'll make you lunch."

        

        "Haha, thank you."

        

        Just as Serina loved cooking, her mother seemed to enjoy it too, humming a tune as she started preparing the meal.

        

        "She takes after you, doesn't she?"

        

        Serina nodded shyly.

        

        "Yes, I think so."

        

        Finding her shyness adorable, I gave her a light kiss.

        

        Ding-dong~

        

        Just then, the door opened, and Serina's father entered.

        

        Unlike her mother's gentle impression, Serina's father had a rugged appearance, though according to Serina, he was much kinder than he looked.

        

        So I wasn't particularly nervous as I stood up and bowed deeply.

        

        "Hello, sir."

        

        "Oh... Sir Hendel has arrived. Welcome."

      

      
        

        I had asked them several times to speak to me casually, but Serina's parents insisted formal speech was more comfortable for them.

        

        I shook hands with Serina's father and sat at the table.

        

        "Here, the delicious meal is ready!"

        

        Her mother came over wearing cute oven mitts and carrying a large pot.

        

        "This is our village's specialty meat stew~"

        

        A savory aroma tickled my nose.

        

        It looked similar to the galbi-tang from my previous life.

        

        I could feel my mouth watering.

        

        As the meal began, her father remained quiet, but her mother, being quite curious, asked many questions.

        

        "Does Serina still cry at dawn? She used to be such a sensitive child who would tear up watching leaves fall in the early morning."

        

        I grinned and looked at Serina.

        

        "I-I don't do that anymore!"

        

        Serina shook her head with flushed cheeks.

        

        I was pleased to learn this adorable side of Serina that I hadn't known before.

        

        "Hoho, hmm... So when might we see grandchildren?"

        

        Serina's already red face turned even redder.

        

        "Soon..."

        

        "Soon...? Hmm, at least you're not saying you won't have any."

        

        Her mother resembled Serina in every way, but seemed to have an even more mischievous streak.

        

        This topic made even me embarrassed, and I couldn't raise my head.

        

        "One year. Do you think we might see a grandchild within a year?"

        

        This time, her mother directed the question at me.

        

        After a moment's thought, I nodded.

        

        "I'll... do my best."

        

        "Hehehe."

        

        Hearing my answer, Serina's mother smiled brightly and then ushered us both into a room after we finished eating.

        

        "Our family will be staying at our cousin's house tonight, so make yourselves comfortable~"

        

        Her mother winked at Serina before disappearing.

        

        I knew people in rural villages without proper lighting went to bed early, but...

        

        This seemed a bit too early to be sent to our room.

        

        Wondering if I was missing some local custom, I asked Serina.

        

        "Even in the countryside, people don't go to bed this early..."

        

        She fidgeted with her fingers as she spoke.

        

        It seemed her mother was eager for grandchildren.

        

        Since she had set the stage so nicely, there was no reason to decline.

        

        Both Serina and I had just become adults and had never had proper intimate relations before.

        

        I swallowed hard, moved closer to Serina, and held her hand tightly.

        

        "Eek."

        

        Serina, though innocent, knew what was happening and jumped in surprise.

        

        Her skin was warm, perhaps from excitement.

        

        "H-H-Hen-Hendel?"

        

        She stammered, looking at me with trembling eyes.

        

        Finding her too adorable, I couldn't resist kissing her.

        

        Having kissed several times before, Serina responded enthusiastically, moving her tongue.

        

        After a minute of passionate kissing, Serina nestled into my arms with a dreamy expression.

        

        I gently stroked her back and carefully began to undress her.

        

        Click, click.

        

        With each button that came undone, Serina's heartbeat grew louder.

        

        "H-Hendel..."

        

        As her first experience approached, Serina's eyes welled up with tears, perhaps from fear.

        

        I quietly removed her skirt and caressed her cute navel.

        

        "Should we stop?"

        

        "..."

        

      

      
        Instead of answering, Serina hugged me tightly.

        

        It was essentially permission.

        

        I increased my pace and now fondled Serina's cute panties.

        

        "Mmm..."

        

        Her panties were already damp with excitement.

        

        I carefully removed this last protective barrier.

        

        "Uuu... don't look..."

        

        Serina was now completely naked.

        

        Unable to resist her beauty, I threw off my pants and underwear.

        

        "Eek!"

        

        Serina's body trembled as she stole a glance at my naked form.

        

        "I-I don't think it will fit... it really won't go in..."

        

        It was adorable how Serina, who had become a Sword Master with one of the strongest bodies in the world, was fretting.

        

        "We'll see once we try."

        

        Serina covered her face in embarrassment and whispered quietly.

        

        "Be... be gentle..."

        

        "Yes, don't be too tense."

        

        I gently caressed Serina's womanhood.

        

        Her pink entrance was already dripping with honey.

        

        Seeing such an erotic sight, lustful desires boiled up within me.

        

        I brushed aside Serina's soft pink hair and nibbled on her ear.

        

        "Serina, would you call me 'husband'?"

        

        "Husband?"

        

        Serina tilted her head, unfamiliar with the term in this world.

        

        I nodded, enjoying her fragrant scent.

        

        "O-okay... I'll try my best."

        

        She was so precious.

        

        I gently stroked her hair and slowly rubbed my manhood against Serina's already wet entrance.

        

        "Mmm... mmm..."

        

        Wondering why I wasn't entering her yet, Serina met my eyes and, seeming to understand my intention, whispered while hiding her face:

        

        "Husband, please put it in now..."

        

        Hearing such erotic words from the angelic and innocent Serina, I could no longer hold back.

        

        I pushed my manhood into Serina's womanhood, giving her no time to adjust.

        

        "Mmph."

        

        Serina muffled her moan with the blanket. Her soft tightness almost made me climax immediately, but I barely managed to hold back.

        

        I didn't want to be premature on our first experience.

        

        After pushing deep inside and waiting a moment for Serina to adjust, I began to move my hips in earnest once I felt she was ready.

        

        Lewd wet sounds filled the room, and Serina trembled with pleasure, wrapping her legs tightly around my thighs.

        

        "Mmm... ahh♥ mmm..."

        

        Though she seemed embarrassed to moan openly and tried to maintain composure, the small sounds that escaped were incredibly erotic.

        

        As Serina's virgin blood slowly flowed out, I felt my climax building. I gripped her waist and increased my pace.

        

        "Ahh♥ ahh... Hendel..."

        

        Serina looked up at me with a voice wet with desire.

        

        "Don't hold back, cum inside..."

        

        "Ungh..."

        

        I don't know where innocent Serina learned such erotic words, but I could no longer hold back and released a flood of seed into her womb.

        

        "Ahhh♥"

        

        Matching my climax, Serina arched her back and reached her own peak.

        

        "Haa, haa..."

        

        After our intense lovemaking, virgin blood mixed with seed slowly leaked from Serina's womanhood.

        

        Finding Serina so lovely and beautiful, I couldn't resist kissing her.

        

        "I love you, Serina."

        

        "I love you too, Hendel♥"

      

    

  
    
      Ch.84The Oldest Connection (Kani Side Story #Complete)Aug 23, 2025

      
        After the short but intense journey with Serina, I returned home.

        

        "Young master!"

        

        Somehow knowing I had returned, Kani came running like a ghost.

        

        I gently stroked Kani's head and asked, "Has everything been alright while I was gone?"

        

        "Hehe, yes."

        

        Kani grinned.

        

        "Kani, have this."

        

        Serina handed Kani the candy she had bought in abundance.

        

        In Serina's village, despite its small size, there was an incredibly delicious handmade candy shop. We had ordered a carriage full of them as souvenirs.

        

        The apple candy was especially exquisite, with just the right level of sweetness that suited my taste perfectly.

        

        "Wow, thank you!"

        

        Kani hugged Serina tightly.

        

        "Huh...?"

        

        Then, as if sensing something strange, she began to deliberately smell Serina's scent.

        

        "K-Kani?"

        

        Serina was bewildered by Kani's strange behavior.

        

        I was also surprised by Kani's sudden action and pulled her away from Serina's body.

        

        With a peculiar expression, Kani then began sniffing my scent.

        

        It wasn't unusual for Kani to enjoy smelling me, but today it seemed particularly intense.

        

        "Wait, I'll take Kani with me for a moment."

        

        "Okay!"

        

        I said goodbye to Serina and carried Kani to my room.

        

        Thud.

        

        The door closed.

        

        I sat on the bed and had Kani sit beside me.

        

        "Kani, why are you acting like this all of a sudden?"

        

        Kani looked at me with a sullen expression.

        

        "Young master, you're hiding something, aren't you?"

        

        She began to interrogate me instead.

        

        "W-well..."

        

        I did have the secret of my first experience with Serina, but it was awkward to say it directly.

        

        How could I openly talk about having sex with another wife?

        

        Kani approached me with intimidating eyes, step by step.

        

        I sensed the same atmosphere as when Marine gets angry.

        

        "W-wait..."

        

        As Kani slowly approached, I slowly retreated.

        

        There was a strong feeling that something ominous was about to happen.

        

        "Just calm down first... I'll tell you honestly..."

        

        "Young master."

        

        "Y-yes?"

        

        "Earlier, I smelled a woman's scent from Serina."

        

        "What do you mean...?"

        

        Even when I was embracing Serina on our way back, I hadn't noticed any unusual smell.

        

        It was just Serina's usual scent.

        

        "Until she left for the trip, Serina had the fresh scent of a young girl."

        

        "There's such a thing?"

        

        "Yes."

        

        I genuinely began to wonder if Kani was a different species than human.

        

        How could she distinguish such scents?

        

        "But after returning from this trip, instead of the fresh scent of a young girl..."

        

        Kani paused, seemingly considering her expression.

        

        "Yes, there was a subtle fragrance unique to a mature woman flowing from her."

        

        "..."

        

        "Her expression has become subtly more relaxed, and her atmosphere has changed."

        

        With me already pushed to the edge of the bed, Kani in her maid uniform pressed close.

        

        Then she put her nose to my chest and sniffed.

        

        "And your scent has changed too, young master."

        

        "I have a weak scent, though?"

      

      
        

        "That's true, but I can smell it."

        

        What was this talk about scent? She wasn't even a beast-folk.

        

        I was speechless with bewilderment.

        

        "Originally, you had the fresh scent of a young boy. But now you've clearly begun to emit the scent of a mature adult male."

        

        "..."

        

        "The way you two seem closer than before, and the changed scents."

        

        "..."

        

        "Based on these two pieces of evidence, I, Kani, am certain!"

        

        "Of what..."

        

        "That Serina and you have finally crossed the adult threshold!"

        

        She was accurate.

        

        I felt chills running down my spine.

        

        How on earth did she notice this?

        

        Kani flicked her tongue.

        

        "Unfortunately, Serina beat me to it. But I'll be the second."

        

        "W-wait!"

        

        Despite my resistance, Kani pressed her body against mine.

        

        Kani's cheeks were flushed, and the subtle feminine scent from between her breasts made my mind hazy.

        

        "I-it's the middle of the day! And Marine!"

        

        "It's fine. There's no law against having sex during the day. And Marine was called to the imperial palace and won't be back for two days."

        

        "..."

        

        "I raised you, young master... it's a bit unfair that Serina took your first time."

        

        Kani climbed on top of me and kissed me.

        

        Her voluptuous breasts softly pressed against my chest.

        

        "Still, I am your exclusive maid."

        

        Kani gently lifted her maid skirt.

        

        Her cute panties with frills delighted my eyes.

        

        "I'm a devoted maid who serves you, young master."

        

        Kani, who had thrown off her panties, straddled me.

        

        She already seemed to have lost her reason.

        

        "I'll serve you diligently."

        

        Zip.

        

        She gently removed my pants with her mouth.

        

        My already excited cock was standing stiff.

        

        Kani rubbed her face against my cock, which was protruding through my underwear.

        

        "Little master seems very angry."

        

        "Where on earth did you learn to talk like this..."

        

        "Romance fantasy novels contain everything!"

        

        "..."

        

        No wonder Kani, who always proudly read romance fantasy novels, had recently been locking her door while reading.

        

        She must have learned these lewd things.

        

        "I've studied hard. So you just need to receive your cute maid's service."

        

        "Okay..."

        

        Too late to escape now, I decided to accept my fate.

        

        It felt strange to engage in such acts with Kani, who had been with me the longest in this world.

        

        But as a married couple, we would have done this eventually anyway.

        

        Embarrassingly, Kani was also the one I relied on most when masturbating.

        

        Those voluptuous breasts had an absurd destructive power.

        

        Kani removed my underwear too and carefully licked my cock with her tongue.

        

        "Mmm... it tastes salty."

        

        "..."

        

        "Young master, I've always known."

        

        "Known what?"

        

        "I used to visit your room occasionally, remember? Back then."

        

        "Yeah..."

        

        "Whenever I left your room, you would masturbate, right?"

        

        "..."

        

      

      
        I gaped in shock.

        

        "How did you..."

        

        "Hehe, on days I was in your room, there was always a male scent afterward."

        

        "..."

        

        I thought I had cleaned up well afterward.

        

        I even prided myself on being perfect about it...

        

        "Knowing that, I was always sad, thinking I could never be with you because of our difference in status."

        

        Kani gently took my cock into her small, adorable mouth.

        

        After stimulating my cock gently with her mouth for a while, Kani carefully removed her lips.

        

        "But being able to connect like this now, I'm truly happy."

        

        "I'm glad..."

        

        "Hehe, I love you, young master. No, Hendel♥"

        

        Kani began to suck my cock in earnest.

        

        Her technique was clumsy, but no man could resist being excited by a beloved woman diligently servicing his cock.

        

        "Mmph..."

        

        Kani occasionally looked up to check my reaction.

        

        Seeing that I was feeling good, she seemed to get more excited and sucked my cock even more passionately.

        

        "Slurp... mmm..."

        

        Thanks to Kani's passionate service, my cock gradually swelled, approaching climax.

        

        "Kani..."

        

        I tapped the back of Kani's head to signal my impending ejaculation, but.

        

        Kani paid no heed and sucked my cock even more enthusiastically.

        

        "K-Kani, I'm about to cum, so you should pull away..."

        

        "Fill my mouth completely♥ Young master♥"

        

        "Huk..."

        

        At Kani's incredibly lewd words, I couldn't hold back and grabbed the back of her head, moving for my pleasure.

        

        Despite her still clumsy technique, Kani's teeth occasionally hit my cock, but that different sensation actually provided more stimulation.

        

        Splurt♥

        

        Soon I ejaculated violently.

        

        Lovingly, Kani swallowed all my semen without missing a drop.

        

        Slurp♥ Gulp♥

        

        After swallowing the semen with a gulp, traces of it remained at the corners of Kani's mouth.

        

        "Hehe, it's really bitter."

        

        Despite drinking the bitter semen, Kani smiled as if she was happy.

        

        She climbed on top of me again.

        

        "Young master's cock is still throbbing♥"

        

        The face of Kani, who always wandered around with a cute expression, was today the face of a seductive enchantress.

        

        "I've served diligently... so please reward your dedicated maid♥"

        

        "..."

        

        Feeling my cock fully recovered, I flipped Kani, who was on top of me, and took the top position.

        

        "Kyaaa♥"

        

        Kani let out a cute scream.

        

        "Hehe, young master is excited."

        

        She smiled brightly, seemingly delighted that I was aroused.

        

        I gently grasped Kani's voluptuous breasts, careful not to hurt her.

        

        Soft, chewy, tender Kani's breasts.

        

        "Who told you to have such voluptuous breasts?"

        

        "Hehe, I'm sorry."

        

        "Do you know how hard it's been for me seeing these outrageous breasts all this time?"

        

        "I'm sorryy♥"

        

        "What should I do with you?"

        

        Kani seductively flicked her tongue and said,

        

        "Since Kani is a bad girl, a bad maid, please punish me thoroughly, master♥"

        

        ***

        

        Late at night.

        

        I gently stroked the head of Kani, who was nestled in my arms, still wearing her maid uniform soiled with white fluid.

        

        Kani, my precious connection who I've interacted with for the longest time since coming to this world.

        

        I was truly grateful to have formed such a precious bond.

      

    

  
    
      Ch.85Carden's Dilemma (Carden Side Story #1)Aug 24, 2025

      
        Though they are collectively referred to as demons, various races exist within demonkind, such as succubi, orcs, and goblins.

        

        Accordingly, the lifespans of demons vary greatly.

        

        For example, goblins live an average of about 10 years, while long-lived vampires can live up to 200-300 years.

        

        Among them, the Demon King who rules the demon realm has an average lifespan of 100 years.

        

        Considering that the current average lifespan of human males is only 50 years, Carden would have to live alone in solitude for 50 years after Hendel grew old and died.

        

        Carden let out a deep sigh as she watched Hendel looking around the Demon King's castle with sparkling eyes.

        

        She had expressed her concerns about this matter several times before, but Hendel's response was always simple.

        

        "Don't worry, I've eaten well and lived cleanly. I'll live longer than you think, so don't worry about it."

        

        Of course, Hendel, being a nobleman with much better hygiene and nutrition than commoners, would live longer than the average lifespan.

        

        Even so, at most 60-70 years.

        

        A countermeasure was needed.

        

        Not only Carden but also Marine and Serina, who had transcended human limitations by becoming Sword Masters, agreed that a solution to this issue was necessary.

        

        That's why, without Hendel's knowledge, the three women were searching for ways to extend his lifespan.

        

        And if they found a method, they would feed it to Cani as well.

        

        While Hendel was distracted by the decorations in the Demon King's castle, Carden discreetly called Marine and Serina over.

        

        "Wow, Young Master, this is pretty!"

        

        "That... looks like a decapitated corpse..."

        

        "Then... how about this? It's a picture of a happy child!"

        

        "To my eyes, it looks like it's screaming..."

        

        Cani and Hendel, whose physical contact had strangely intensified recently, were excitedly exploring the Demon King's castle, unaware that the three women were holding a secret meeting.

        

        The three women gathered inconspicuously in a corner at Carden's summons.

        

        Carden spoke first.

        

        "So, have you found any methods?"

        

        It had been agreed that Marine and Serina would thoroughly search the human realm, while Carden would search the demon realm for ways to extend Hendel's lifespan.

        

        Carden asked with a glimmer of hope, but...

        

        Serina and Marine both shook their heads with equally gloomy expressions.

        

        "Maybe it would be better if we just committed suicide after Hendel dies?"

        

        Marine went even further, making an ominous suggestion.

        

        "Shhh, Marine, don't say such terrible things!"

        

        Serina gently covered Marine's mouth.

        

        Marine puffed her cheeks in dissatisfaction but didn't say anything more.

        

        Carden still felt uncomfortable seeing Serina treating Marine so casually.

        

        "Marine, you won't say such bad things again, right?"

        

        When Marine nodded, Serina gently removed her hand from her mouth.

        

        Serina had been showing strangely maternal behavior lately.

        

        Carden wondered if Serina was going through puberty. She had learned that in the human realm, human women go through puberty when their bodies and minds mature to prepare for childbearing.

        

        The current Serina, who gave off a strangely mature aura and whose scent had changed, seemed to fit that description of puberty perfectly.

        

        Looking at the two women who were depressed about not finding a solution, Carden carefully opened her mouth.

        

        "Actually, I found something."

        

        The two women stared at her with sparkling eyes and intense gazes.

        

        Certainly, topics related to immortality were bound to attract interest.

        

        "Have you heard of dragons?"

      

      
        

        ***

        

        Red Dragon Cadus.

        

        Perched atop a mountain so high that even exceptional superhumans wouldn't dare approach, Cadus was enjoying another leisurely day.

        

        ROAAAR!

        

        He breathed fire at a yeti that was tormenting a cute deer.

        

        Then he carefully stored the shiny stones that the trembling wolves brought him in his lair.

        

        What a comfortable and peaceful life!

        

        In his prime, Cadus had been an evil dragon who burned countless kingdoms and fought heroes.

        

        But as he aged and matured, he simply enjoyed a quiet life.

        

        "Hmm?"

        

        Just then, he sensed the presence of two humans and one demon approaching.

        

        'How can humans and demons be together?'

        

        In Cadus's understanding, humans and demons were mortal enemies who could never coexist.

        

        So that meant...

        

        'Hehe, a demon has secretly infiltrated a human group.'

        

        Sometimes demons would disguise themselves as humans in legendary adventurer parties, only to stab them in the back at critical moments.

        

        It was always a dopamine-inducing sight, and Cadus grinned at the thought of witnessing such an entertaining spectacle again.

        

        Given that they had climbed this high mountain, they must be quite skilled, but Cadus couldn't imagine they would dare to come after him.

        

        After all, in his rampaging days, he had killed all the heroes of both humans and demons who dared to challenge him.

        

        But he felt something strange as he watched the group approaching precisely toward his location.

        

        'How did they sense my presence?'

        

        Cadus had cast multiple layers of concealment magic that ordinary humans or demons shouldn't be able to detect.

        

        Yet the group was heading directly toward him.

        

        As if they knew his exact location.

        

        'Strange.'

        

        Cadus was a cold and rational dragon.

        

        Even if his opponents were humans, he wouldn't underestimate those strong enough to see through his disguise.

        

        Cadus hastily summoned his minions who lived on the mountain.

        

        The mountain's inhabitants appeared in perfect order at his summons.

        

        "Yeti, wolves, winter bears, and lions stay. The rest may leave."

        

        Seeing that they could detect his concealment, ordinary minions wouldn't be much help against them.

        

        So the dragon kept only his more useful followers.

        

        The mountain's inhabitants trembled in fear, not daring to meet his eyes.

        

        The dragon commanded with an authoritative voice.

        

        "Some fools who don't know their place have appeared on this mountain. Deal with them."

        

        "Yes, Your Majesty!"

        

        Watching them rush out urgently, Cadus activated a surveillance spell.

        

        He wanted to assess the enemy's capabilities.

        

        Woof woof.

        

        With their excellent sense of smell, the wolves quickly identified the enemies, quietly held their breath, and then charged all at once.

        

        Cadus was slightly relieved when it seemed the enemies hadn't noticed the ambush.

        

      

      
        Slash.

        

        But he was shocked when all his minions were killed by a single strike from a blonde woman.

        

        "What was that..."

        

        Certainly, human races might have grown stronger during the hundreds of years he had been living peacefully on this mountain.

        

        But species don't evolve this dramatically in such a short time.

        

        While Cadus was confused, their presence drew closer.

        

        'Let's flee for now.'

        

        Like the wise dragon he was, Cadus immediately chose to escape.

        

        Though he regretted leaving behind the treasures he had collected, the dragon who valued his life above all else spread his massive wings, preparing to leave the mountain.

        

        Whoosh.

        

        Just as he was about to break through the wind at the mountain peak with powerful wing beats and soar into the sky...

        

        Whoosh!

        

        He hastily landed to avoid a sword strike that came flying with a flash.

        

        "Tsk, what a shame."

        

        A pink-haired girl with a unique sword aura clicked her tongue in disappointment.

        

        A chill ran down his spine.

        

        That unique sword aura.

        

        A Sword Master.

        

        Even as a dragon, he feared Sword Masters, who were said to transcend human limitations.

        

        'But I can handle one...'

        

        BOOM!

        

        Before he could finish his thought, a punch from a brown-haired demon with thick, pointed horns grazed his side.

        

        An ancient tree that had withstood thousands of years on this harsh mountain peak collapsed from a single punch.

        

        'In...insane...'

        

        The demon's fist was also enveloped in mysterious mana. Though not quite at the level of a Sword Master, she was clearly a formidable fighter.

        

        'Demons and humans have joined forces to capture me!'

        

        The adaptable Cadus accepted that he had zero chance of winning and began to flee ungracefully on foot.

        

        The trees on the ground provided some natural cover, but there was nothing in the sky to protect a dragon.

        

        Judging it better to run awkwardly than to become a target in the open air, Cadus began to waddle away as fast as he could.

        

        Then.

        

        CRASH!

        

        The trees in front of him collapsed in sequence amid a brilliant sword aura.

        

        'Another Sword Master!'

        

        Feeling his consciousness fading, Cadus executed the ancient dragon wisdom technique:

        

        The dogeza.

        

        "Heroes, please spare my life!"

        

        Novels and history books might describe dragons as noble and arrogant guardians of wisdom.

        

        But as a truly wise dragon, he knew to bow quickly before overwhelming power.

        

        The blonde woman poked the prostrate Cadus with her sword.

        

        The lack of whites in her eyes amplified Cadus's fear.

        

        Marine grinned and said:

        

        "Let's draw some of your blood."
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        After extracting Kadus's blood, the party returned to the Demon King's castle.

        

        "What's this? Where did you all go?"

        

        Hendel, puzzled by their sudden disappearance, asked where they had been.

        

        The three exchanged glances, silently communicating with each other.

        

        Since they couldn't possibly tell Hendel they had gone looking for a dragon to extend his lifespan, Karden, who had been reading the atmosphere, stepped forward as their representative.

        

        "Well... since we're all martial artists, our bodies were getting restless, so we went out to hunt some bandits in the area."

        

        "Really...?"

        

        Hendel seemed unconvinced but didn't press the matter further, as if he didn't want to interrogate them.

        

        "Phew..."

        

        Karden sighed in relief.

        

        He immediately headed to the Karde Magic Tower's branch in the Demon King's castle.

        

        Woong.

        

        Amidst all sorts of cutting-edge magical devices, Karden strode purposefully toward the center.

        

        "Oh, Demon King, what brings you to the Magic Tower...?"

        

        The branch director of the Karde Magic Tower rushed over urgently.

        

        No need for questions.

        

        Karden handed him the dragon's blood before it could cool.

        

        "This is dragon's blood. Please process it to make it palatable."

        

        "D-Dragon, you say?"

        

        Since Karden wasn't the type to joke around, the branch director knew it was genuine dragon blood.

        

        "Where on earth did you get this..."

        

        "Just went hiking and brought it back."

        

        "...Understood."

        

        Noticing that Karden had no intention of elaborating, the branch director quietly took the dragon's blood to the laboratory.

        

        After waiting for a while...

        

        "I've processed it with a lemon flavor."

        

        Sniff, sniff.

        

        Indeed, the bright red dragon blood had lightened in color somewhat, and a tangy lemon scent wafted from it.

        

        'This should make it less off-putting.'

        

        Karden bowed his head in gratitude and quickly returned to his office with the blood.

        

        "Hmm..."

        

        Looking at the blood sloshing in the bottle, Karden grew curious.

        

        'What does dragon blood taste like anyway?'

        

        He would need to taste it anyway before Hendel drank it, just to be safe.

        

        Staring blankly at the sloshing dragon blood, Karden carefully took a sip.

        

        "...!"

        

        It felt like lightning struck his brain.

        

        "Gasp..."

        

        Karden felt his heart pounding and heat rising through his body.

        

        'Something... something feels strange...'

        

        He definitely felt healthier, but this sensation...

        

        Bang!

        

        Just then, Kani, dressed in a maid outfit, flung the door open with a bright face.

        

        "Karden~ Let's play!"

        

        "Haa, haa... n-not now..."

        

        As he struggled to stop Kani...

        

        "Oh? That has my name on it!"

        

        Kani noticed the dragon blood set aside for her and drank it down with a bright smile.

        

        "W-wait... that's... hnng..."

        

        "Huh...?"

        

      

      
        Kani's cheeks flushed red, and her body began to twist and squirm.

        

        Since she was expected to have the shortest lifespan, the portion allocated to Kani was the largest.

        

        The effects seemed to be hitting her particularly hard.

        

        "W-what is this...?"

        

        "Dragon blood... I brought it to extend your lifespan..."

        

        "Heek... I feel strange..."

        

        "It seems to have aphrodisiac effects too..."

        

        In a daze, Kani picked up the vial labeled "Hendel."

        

        Karden tried to stop her, foreseeing what she might do, but...

        

        Kani quickly grabbed the blood and headed for Hendel's room.

        

        "W-wait!"

        

        Karden could have stopped her with force, but he couldn't bring himself to hurt her, so all he could do was follow.

        

        Bang.

        

        Running at full speed, Kani entered Hendel's room just before Karden could stop her.

        

        "Hehe... young master..."

        

        "What's up, Kani? Have you been drinking?"

        

        "Drink this."

        

        Splash.

        

        Kani poured the dragon blood into Hendel's mouth without warning.

        

        "W-what is this?"

        

        Forced to drink the dragon blood, Hendel trembled, sensing something was off.

        

        "Hehe, it's supposed to extend your lifespan... Karden brought it."

        

        "But... this feeling..."

        

        Kani suddenly kissed Hendel.

        

        As their passionate kiss continued, Karden, watching them, felt his heart racing and his private parts growing moist.

        

        'Am I... in heat?'

        

        Karden was shocked by his body's reaction.

        

        With glazed eyes, Kani looked at Karden and embraced him from behind.

        

        "Hehe... let's do it together, Karden..."

        

        The dragon blood seemed to be taking full effect on Hendel too, as his pants began to bulge.

        

        Karden's sensitive demon nose caught the scent of Hendel's arousal.

        

        'H-Hendel smells... erotic...'

        

        Led by Kani, Karden approached Hendel as if entranced.

        

        Kani skillfully removed Hendel's pants and underwear.

        

        Hendel's massive manhood stood proudly revealed.

        

        "Hehe, look, Karden."

        

        Kani began to service Hendel's member devotedly.

        

        She gently caressed his testicles while sucking his manhood with slurping sounds.

        

        Normally, Karden would have been appalled by such lewd acts, but now, under the influence of the dragon blood forcing him into heat, he envied her.

        

        "I... I want to too..."

        

        Karden shyly sat beside Kani.

        

        Kani smiled contentedly at Karden before moving to suck on Hendel's testicles, while Karden took a man's member into his mouth for the first time in his life.

        

        The salty, warm manhood.

        

        Finding it strangely addictive, Karden began to suck eagerly.

        

        Occasionally, Hendel would gently stroke the back of his head, sending pleasant shivers down his spine.

        

        "Haa, haa..."

        

        The manhood swelled in his mouth.

        

        Splurt... splurt...

        

        Perhaps due to the dragon blood, Hendel released more than usual, filling Karden's mouth.

        

        The rich masculine scent invaded Karden's nose, awakening his feminine instincts.

        

      

      
        "Hehe..."

        

        Completely switched on now, Karden moved on his own without Kani's guidance and climbed on top of Hendel.

        

        "W-wait!"

        

        Hendel, having regained some clarity after ejaculating once, tried desperately to talk, but...

        

        "Clean."

        

        Karden magically emptied his mouth and covered Hendel's lips, silencing his resistance.

        

        Rustle.

        

        Already out of control, Karden hastily removed his skirt and top, pressing his body against Hendel's.

        

        Baaah...

        

        After a long kiss, a strand of saliva formed between Karden's and Hendel's mouths.

        

        Karden gazed at Hendel's face with loving eyes.

        

        "L-look, let's calm down and..."

        

        Hendel belatedly tried to calm Karden, but...

        

        "Slave, shut up."

        

        "Eck..."

        

        "You're my slave, right? Just do as I say..."

        

        "Hey, you're fertile right now..."

        

        "Shut up, shut up. A slave shouldn't think about such things, just fill your master's pussy with your cum."

        

        "W-wait..."

        

        Karden silenced Hendel and inserted his manhood.

        

        "Hnnnng♥"

        

        There was momentary pain as his hymen broke.

        

        But for Karden, a physical fighter, this level of pain was trivial, and the thought that he might bear Hendel's child released hormones that brought immense pleasure.

        

        "Hehe... Hendel's baby... hehe..."

        

        The moment one becomes a Demon King, that demon is instinctively overwhelmed by a powerful urge to continue their lineage.

        

        Male Demon Kings experience constant erections all day, while female Demon Kings feel their wombs aching and craving semen all day.

        

        Normally, this heat would come around age 30-40, but the dragon blood had forced Karden into heat prematurely.

        

        "Haaaa♥ Hnnnng♥ Hendel's dick so good♥"

        

        Karden, surrendering to instinct, moved his hips enthusiastically.

        

        Indeed, a demon's womanhood boasted incredible tightness, and Hendel trembled with pleasure.

        

        "Hendel, Hendel, I love you. Stay with me foreveeer..."

        

        With glazed eyes, dripping with feminine juices, Karden craved semen.

        

        Watching this blankly, Kani grinned and lay down beside Hendel.

        

        "Maaaster..."

        

        Kani also wanted Hendel's semen, but decided to yield to Karden this time, and instead sucked on Hendel's fingers lewdly.

        

        With two beautiful women craving his seed, and under the influence of the dragon blood, Hendel could no longer hold back.

        

        "Heee♥ Baby seed is coming♥"

        

        Feeling the manhood swelling inside his womanhood, Karden instinctively sensed the impending ejaculation and moved his hips more vigorously to encourage it.

        

        "I'm... cumming..."

        

        "Hnng♥ Fill me♥ Fill me up♥"

        

        Splurt.

        

        Thick semen poured into Karden's womb, and Karden reached climax, rolling his eyes back as he felt Hendel's warm seed filling his womb.

        

        As Karden collapsed, Kani, who had been waiting for her chance, took over and climbed on top of Hendel.

        

        "Hehe, fill me up too♥ Master♥"

        

        With the two women taking turns, Hendel ended up ejaculating six times that day.

        

        Hehehe...

        

        Kani and Karden lay on either side of Hendel, their bodies covered in white fluid.

        

        Karden smiled happily, feeling vitality in his womb.

        

        Unfortunately, it seemed he hadn't conceived this time.

        

        But there would be many more opportunities before Hendel left the Demon King's castle♥
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        Marinay had been feeling strangely unsettled lately.

        

        'Everyone seems off somehow...'

        

        While everyone was still treating her kindly, she sensed that the atmosphere had changed, as if they were all sharing some secret among themselves.

        

        Take Serina, for instance. Though Marinay couldn't explain exactly what had changed, the atmosphere around her had transformed dramatically.

        

        Serina's usual girlish, cheerful smile had been replaced with the warm smile of a mature woman.

        

        Even Kani, who had started to act comfortable around her, now jumped in surprise whenever she saw Marinay.

        

        And Hendel would react awkwardly whenever he saw her, like a husband caught cheating.

        

        'Suspicious. Suspicious. Suspicious.'

        

        Even now, except for Serina, the three of them—Hendel, Carden, and Kani—had disappeared somewhere.

        

        "Oh? Marinay, would you like a cookie?"

        

        Serina offered a cookie with a bright smile, seemingly unaware of anything unusual.

        

        Despite her suspicions, Marinay—already conditioned to Serina's cookies—scurried over at her call and popped the cookie into her mouth.

        

        "Hehe, cute Marinay."

        

        Serina pulled Marinay, who was munching on the cookie, into a tight embrace, stroking her head and nuzzling her chest.

        

        It was typical Serina behavior, but there was still something subtly different about her aura.

        

        Being close enough to carefully smell her, Marinay noticed that even Serina's scent had changed slightly.

        

        Marinay couldn't hold back and looked up at Serina to ask:

        

        "Did something happen recently?"

        

        "Huh? N-nothing happened..."

        

        'Something definitely happened.'

        

        Serina, the embodiment of purity, wasn't skilled at lying, and her face revealed that some incident had occurred.

        

        Serina's expression turned sullen.

        

        If Marinay pressed further, she might have learned what happened, but not wanting to trouble Serina, she decided to investigate on her own.

        

        Marinay slipped out of Serina's embrace and began wandering around the Demon King's castle.

        

        Normally, Marinay could detect Hendel's presence, but the castle was layered with perception-inhibiting magic, likely to defend against assassinations, making it impossible to locate him through mana.

        

        This meant she would have to search each room individually.

        

        Just then, Kani appeared, limping as if she had injured herself somewhere.

        

        'What's this?'

        

        Concerned about Kani's apparent pain, Marinay rushed over to her.

        

        "Eek?!"

        

        Kani was startled by Marinay's approach, as if she'd seen a ghost.

        

        "Kani, are you hurt?"

        

        Kani's face turned red as sweat poured down her forehead.

        

        'She must be in a lot of pain.'

        

        Marinay abruptly embraced Kani.

        

        It created an awkward scene—the smaller Marinay holding Kani.

        

        Regardless, Marinay, as a Sword Master, easily lifted Kani with one hand and, being considerate of her condition, slowly headed toward Kani's room.

        

        But then, a strange scent reached Marinay's nose.

        

        First, there was Kani's strong body odor.

        

        This was understandable given how much she was sweating, possibly due to her injury.

        

        Hendel's scent... well, this was also understandable considering that Kani often invaded Hendel's room when bored and rolled around in his bedding.

        

        What was most puzzling, however, was that Carden's scent was also emanating from Kani's body.

        

        And quite strongly at that.

        

        There was also a peculiar fishy smell.

        

        She couldn't identify this scent, so she let it pass.

        

        'Hmm...'

        

        Though suspicious, Marinay didn't interrogate her since Kani's pain, as she clutched her stomach, seemed genuine.

        

      

      
        Creeak.

        

        Opening the door to Kani's room, Marinay gently laid her on the bed.

        

        "Did you get medicine?"

        

        With flushed cheeks, Kani nodded.

        

        "Good, get some rest."

        

        "Phew..."

        

        As Marinay closed the door to Kani's room, she heard a sigh of relief, but she dismissed it as nothing significant.

        

        After leaving Kani's room, Marinay spotted another suspicious individual.

        

        It was Carden, the brown-haired girl.

        

        Though they had grown somewhat close, they still had the most awkward relationship.

        

        Even so, they weren't on such bad terms that they wouldn't greet each other, so Marinay approached Carden without much thought.

        

        "Carden."

        

        "Eek!"

        

        Carden showed a startled reaction similar to Kani's.

        

        Marinay felt slightly annoyed at the sight of Carden's chest bouncing as she jumped in surprise, but she held it in.

        

        "Hello?"

        

        "Uh... y-yeah... haha, hello."

        

        Usually when Marinay and Carden met, Carden would greet her energetically, and Marinay would respond calmly.

        

        But this time, it was the opposite—Marinay initiated the greeting, and Carden responded with an awkward smile.

        

        Sensing something off, Marinay moved closer to Carden.

        

        "W-why so sudden?"

        

        Though flustered by Marinay's approach, Carden couldn't bring herself to push her away and opened her arms.

        

        Once again, Marinay sniffed, taking in Carden's scent.

        

        Sure enough, Carden was also emitting a strong body odor, along with Kani's and Hendel's scents.

        

        And as a bonus, that unidentifiable fishy smell.

        

        'Hmm...'

        

        Unable to guess the source of this fishy smell, Marinay tilted her head in confusion.

        

        Then she decided to ask Carden directly without thinking too much.

        

        "Carden. There's a fishy smell coming from you. What is it?"

        

        "Eek!"

        

        Carden's cheeks flushed as she jumped in surprise.

        

        "D-do I... smell?"

        

        While a typical girl might politely deny any odor, Marinay wasn't one to consider such niceties.

        

        She was the kind of cold-hearted girl who would tell someone directly if they smelled.

        

        "Yes, very strongly."

        

        "I'll g-go wash up!"

        

        Carden dashed off toward the shower room.

        

        She never did explain the identity of the smell.

        

        'What on earth...'

        

        Marinay was confused.

        

        Just then, her radar detected Hendel.

        

        Although the castle's magic made it difficult to sense his mana, Marinay, as a Sword Master, could detect him at close range.

        

        "Hendel!"

        

        Marinay rushed to where she sensed the mana.

        

        "Oh... Marinay?"

        

        Hendel appeared to have just finished showering, as he was still wet.

        

        'A shower at this time of day? Why?'

        

      

      
        Though questions arose, Marinay, who approved of everything Hendel did, didn't dwell on it and simply fell into his arms.

        

        "Haha..."

        

        Marinay sensed a strange awkwardness in Hendel's usual caress.

        

        Or more precisely, was it guilt?

        

        What could have happened to make Hendel feel guilty?

        

        Marinay's eyes sharpened as she began to thoroughly analyze Hendel's scent.

        

        Though faint due to his shower, Hendel also carried the scents of Kani and Carden.

        

        Especially that fishy smell, which was quite strong. As she inhaled it, Marinay recalled smelling this on Hendel before.

        

        Yes, sometimes in the mornings this smell would waft from him...

        

        Remembering how Hendel always evaded her questions about it, Marinay sensed she wouldn't get an answer now either, so she decided to simply enjoy being in his arms.

        

        She could always ambush Hendel tomorrow morning to discover the truth about this smell.

        

        Then Marinay remembered that she had brought dragon blood for Hendel.

        

        "Hendel, did you drink the dragon blood?"

        

        "Huh...? Y-yes!"

        

        "How was it?"

        

        It was medicine to extend Hendel's lifespan.

        

        She was eager to know its effects.

        

        Hendel nodded awkwardly with a smile.

        

        "Yes, I definitely feel more energetic. Though it's problematic that I've become stronger in other ways too..."

        

        "Huh? What do you mean?"

        

        "Marinay doesn't need to know..."

        

        "Tch..."

        

        ***

        

        The next morning.

        

        Marinay stealthily headed toward Hendel's room.

        

        Since the world had become peaceful and she had graduated from the academy, Marinay had faithfully adhered to her principle of waking up at 11 AM.

        

        But today, she sacrificed sleep to uncover the secret.

        

        'Ugh... I'm a bit tired.'

        

        Rubbing her eyes, Marinay sneaked toward Hendel's room.

        

        'As I thought, it's stronger in the morning.'

        

        As she approached Hendel's room quietly, the fishy smell grew stronger.

        

        Excited to finally discover the secret behind this smell, Marinay carefully checked for any presence inside when she reached his door.

        

        "Zzzz..."

        

        Beyond the door, she could hear Hendel's peaceful breathing.

        

        "Mmm..."

        

        "Hmmm..."

        

        The problem was that she could also hear Kani and Carden's breathing.

        

        '...'

        

        Though she knew Kani often sneaked in during mornings, it felt strange.

        

        'Well... Kani and Carden are also his wives... so I guess it's okay...'

        

        Resolving to wake up early and join them from now on, Marinay carefully opened the door.

        

        And witnessed a shocking scene.

        

        Hendel and the two women were sleeping naked, their clothes discarded.

        

        Even for someone like Marinay, the moment she saw this situation...

        

        She could understand the source of that fishy smell and what was happening.

        

        After all, she had received sex education.

        

        As understanding dawned on Marinay, the light slowly drained from her eyes.
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        Marine waited patiently.

        

        Until all three of them woke up.

        

        She endured, and endured.

        

        "Mmm..."

        

        Carden was the first to open her eyes.

        

        As she woke up scratching her disheveled brown hair, she stared blankly into space before noticing Marine watching her with lifeless eyes, which startled her.

        

        "Snore..."

        

        "Hmm..."

        

        Cani and Hendel were still peacefully asleep, unaware of the situation.

        

        Carden anxiously glanced at Marine and frantically shook the other two.

        

        "Please, please wake up."

        

        Even though Carden had become stronger after becoming a Demon Lord, she wasn't confident she could survive if Marine became truly angry.

        

        Especially after seeing how Marine had effortlessly toyed with a dragon.

        

        "Mmm..."

        

        Cani was the first to respond to Carden's desperate calls.

        

        Still half-asleep, Cani stared blankly out the window before spotting the familiar blonde woman and instantly becoming wide awake.

        

        "M-M-Marine?"

        

        Cani hurriedly got up from the bed and tried to appease Marine, but...

        

        Drip.

        

        Sticky semen flowed from her vagina, and she immediately sensed Marine's anger intensifying.

        

        "Ah..."

        

        Marine, staring blankly at the dripping fluid, murmured softly.

        

        "Get out."

        

        "B-but Marine? This is—"

        

        "GET OUT!"

        

        Cani and Carden hastily gathered their clothes and left the room.

        

        It felt like they were mistresses caught by the legal wife after spending the night with her husband.

        

        After the two women disappeared, Marine sat down blankly beside Hendel.

        

        Thinking rationally, she had expected something like this would happen eventually.

        

        After all, they were married.

        

        They were adults capable of sexual relations.

        

        And Hendel would naturally have such desires...

        

        But she never imagined it would happen so soon.

        

        "Haah..."

        

        Marine sighed and gently caressed Hendel's cheek.

        

        She didn't know how to process these complicated feelings.

        

        As she lay down beside Hendel and fidgeted, Hendel stirred as if about to wake up.

        

        Marine watched him intently, not wanting to miss a single moment.

        

        "Mmm..."

        

        Hendel's eyebrows trembled, and he opened his eyes.

        

        "Marine...?"

        

        Hendel blinked a few times, seemingly assessing the situation.

        

        Then.

        

        He startled and covered himself with the blanket.

        

        "C-can you come back a little later? Hmm?"

        

        Marine firmly shook her head.

        

        "No."

        

        "B-but I'm not wearing clothes, so it's embarrassing, you know?"

        

        "Then I'll take mine off too."

        

        "What...?"

        

        Marine slowly removed her cute pajamas.

        

        Hendel's face turned deathly pale.

      

      
        

        "W-wait, Marine, what are you doing?"

        

        "Why? Cani and Carden are allowed, but I'm not?"

        

        Hendel was at a loss for words.

        

        It was indeed strange that he had been intimate with Cani and Carden but was ignoring Marine.

        

        "B-but with you, Marine, I'm not mentally prepared yet..."

        

        "Be quiet."

        

        Having already lost her reason, Marine silenced Hendel with a kiss.

        

        "Mmph..."

        

        Hendel's eyes widened.

        

        "I'm not holding back anymore..."

        

        Since Hendel was already naked, there was no need to undress him.

        

        Sniff, sniff.

        

        The strong scent of Carden and Cani on Hendel.

        

        Displeased by this, Marine frowned and began to deliberately cover Hendel with her own scent.

        

        'So this is Hendel's cock...'

        

        Hendel's previously limp member grew hot and pressed against Marine's pale stomach.

        

        'W-will this really fit inside me?'

        

        Though she had imagined it several times, she couldn't believe something so large could enter her body.

        

        Even though she had become physically superhuman after becoming a Sword Master, she couldn't escape her instinctive human fear.

        

        Noticing this, Hendel gave Marine a concerned look.

        

        "Are you okay? You don't have to force yourself..."

        

        "Eek..."

        

        Provoked by Hendel's words, Marine decided to be even more assertive.

        

        Her vagina was already wet, and after taking a deep breath, she inserted his cock into her pussy.

        

        "Nngh..."

        

        The pain of losing her virginity for the first time.

        

        Despite the pain, Marine also felt joy at finally being connected with Hendel.

        

        Chu♥

        

        They shared a deep kiss.

        

        "Haah..."

        

        Satisfied with the kiss, Marine smiled and whispered into Hendel's ear as he kept his eyes closed.

        

        "For pregnancy, I must be the first."

        

        Hendel's body twitched upon hearing Marine's whisper.

        

        "On this, I absolutely won't yield."

        

        Hendel suddenly recalled Marine's menstrual cycle.

        

        Today was definitely her fertile period.

        

        Gulp. Marine easily subdued the startled Hendel and smirked.

        

        "You're not leaving until I get pregnant."

        

        Hendel sensed mortal danger and tried to scream for help, but the meticulous Marine had already surrounded the area with mana to block out any sound.

        

        Following what she had learned in sex education, Marine slowly moved her hips.

        

        Hendel's heavy, hard cock instantly reached Marine's womb, causing her to momentarily feel a pleasant breathlessness.

        

        Saliva dripped from Marine's mouth in response to her body's natural reaction.

        

        "Haa, haa♥ Hendel, Hendel♥"

        

        Without even drinking dragon's blood, Marine showed an obsession surpassing that of Cani and Carden.

        

        "Haaah♥ I can feel Hendel's love♥"

        

        Soon she began moving her hips in ecstasy.

        

        Marine's vagina, perhaps tightened from years of exercise since childhood, gripped Hendel's cock firmly, urging him to ejaculate.

        

        The warm, wet vagina squeezed him as if warning him not to even think about other pussies.

        

        Hendel felt a chill down his spine as he sensed his climax rapidly approaching.

        

        "Haa♥ Haaah♥ So this is what it feels like to make love♥"

        

        Even though she must have felt Hendel's cock swelling, Marine continued moving her hips without concern.

        

      

      
        "Ugh... I'm going to cum..."

        

        "Cum as much as you want♥ Fill me up completely♥"

        

        Marine urged Hendel's ejaculation.

        

        Unable to hold back any longer, Hendel released a flood of semen into Marine's womb.

        

        "Hnnngh♥"

        

        Marine trembled with joy.

        

        Even after receiving his ejaculation, she kept his cock inside her pussy, closing her eyes to savor the afterglow.

        

        Marine observed Hendel's sperm racing toward her egg.

        

        "Hmm, it didn't work this time."

        

        Sensing that she wasn't pregnant, she smiled coldly again.

        

        "One more time."

        

        Once more, sex purely for the purpose of impregnation continued.

        

        Seven hours later.

        

        Marine had locked Hendel's door and focused solely on extracting his semen, refusing even to eat.

        

        Even Hendel, who had drunk dragon's blood, was approaching his limit.

        

        "Marine... I'm going to die at this rate..."

        

        "Don't worry, I'm carefully monitoring your life signs..."

        

        "..."

        

        The more Hendel was drained, the more vitality appeared in Marine's face.

        

        "I-I'm cumming again..."

        

        This was already his eighth ejaculation.

        

        Realizing that Marine was serious about draining him until she got pregnant, Hendel desperately prayed that this time would be successful.

        

        Splurt♥

        

        Once again, Hendel's semen poured into Marine's womb.

        

        "Haaahn♥"

        

        Marine trembled with pleasure, experiencing yet another orgasm.

        

        After briefly enjoying the afterglow, Marine kept Hendel's cock inside her pussy and closed her eyes to check if she was pregnant.

        

        Marine sensed a strange life force in her womb.

        

        "Oh...!"

        

        Marine's face lit up.

        

        The stirring of life in her womb.

        

        Marine smiled brightly and kissed the exhausted Hendel, whose lips were cracked from fatigue.

        

        The angry Marine from before was gone, replaced by someone with an angelic smile.

        

        Toward the completely drained and exhausted Hendel, Marine delivered her congratulations with the brightest smile.

        

        "Congratulations on becoming a father, Hendel♥"

        

        ***

        

        Carde Magic Tower Hospital.

        

        Amidst numerous busy mages, I was pacing anxiously through the hospital.

        

        "Hehe, Hendel is finally becoming a father."

        

        "Will it be a cute daughter or a strong son?"

        

        "Young master, I hope it's a cute son who takes after you!"

        

        Beside me were three women with swollen bellies, gently rubbing them.

        

        Today was Marine's due date.

        

        Knowing how dangerous childbirth could be for both mother and child in this medieval world, I had thrown a fit at the Carde Magic Tower to establish a specialized hospital for childbirth.

        

        My tantrum seemed to work, as the Carde Magic Tower had poured clean magic to create a sterile environment, and the midwives and doctors who would deliver the baby were thoroughly cleaned.

        

        As I was anxiously pacing in front of the hospital...

        

        The door to the operating room opened, and a tired-looking cleric appeared.

        

        I urgently approached her.

        

        "How's Marine? How's the baby?"

        

        The doctor, who had looked exhausted, bowed with a gentle smile.

        

        "Congratulations. You have healthy twins, a daughter and a son."
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        "Young master, we've succeeded!"

        

        "Really?"

        

        "Yes! The nitrogen fixation method you proposed. We've done it! This is revolutionary!"

        

        "Hahaha!"

        

        It's been three years since I officially became a count.

        

        The news delivered to me today, as I wrestled with paperwork and lived a tired life, was truly revolutionary.

        

        Nitrogen fixation.

        

        A groundbreaking method that saved Earth from the Malthusian trap, also famous as the method of making bread from air.

        

        It's a technique that artificially concentrates nitrogen from the air and synthesizes it into ammonia. With this method, we no longer needed to inefficiently deploy large numbers of magicians to preserve soil fertility.

        

        I knew it required considerable technical expertise, so I hadn't been expecting much.

        

        But the Carde Magic Tower always exceeded my expectations splendidly.

        

        "This is truly revolutionary! Haha!"

        

        The tower master cheered, seemingly aware of how impactful this development would be.

        

        After briefly hugging and rejoicing, I immediately headed to the living room where my family was gathered to share the news.

        

        The first person I saw was Marine.

        

        Marine was awkwardly but lovingly cradling the twins in her arms.

        

        "Marine!"

        

        "Oh, Hendel?"

        

        Marine's eyes sparkled when she saw me.

        

        I urgently tried to explain the great invention, but...

        

        Before I could continue, Marine placed both children in my arms.

        

        "Hehe, aren't our babies so cute? Rey just winked, I tell you!"

        

        "Mmm... they're adorable, but I just discovered nitrogen..."

        

        "Come on, give the children kisses quickly!"

        

      

      
        I gave kisses to the lovely children who were squirming without even opening their eyes.

        

        "Hehe, now me!"

        

        Smooch.

        

        After sharing a kiss with Marine, I tried to explain the great discovery again.

        

        "Rey is getting sleepy, so we're going to bed!"

        

        Marine took both children in her arms and disappeared like the wind.

        

        I was a bit disappointed, but there were still others around.

        

        This time, I approached Serina.

        

        Serina was repeatedly kissing a child with pink hair who looked exactly like her mother.

        

        Serina brightened upon seeing me.

        

        "Our Lina wants to be held by daddy~ Hold her quickly."

        

        Once again, before I could brag about my achievement, I ended up holding a child.

        

        After stroking the adorable Lina's wriggling tummy, I tried to boast about my accomplishment, but...

        

        "Waaaaaah!"

        

        Lina suddenly started crying bitterly in my arms.

        

        Serina urgently took the child back.

        

        "Oh, you're hungry? Alright, just a moment~"

        

        Amazingly, she communicated with the one-year-old child and then disappeared to the kitchen like the wind.

        

        "..."

        

        But I still had two women left!

        

        I approached Cani.

        

        However...

        

        "Zzzz..."

        

        Cani was asleep on the sofa, holding two children who resembled her.

        

      

      
        The two children who looked exactly like Cani were cutely sleeping in her arms, in the same position as their mother.

        

        Not wanting to wake them, I left kisses for the two children and Cani, then moved on to find Carden, the last one remaining.

        

        Carden was diligently rubbing her swollen belly, as her delivery date hadn't yet arrived.

        

        "Hey Carden, listen? This is important for the demon realm too."

        

        "Shh."

        

        Carden pointed to her belly, asking me to be quiet.

        

        I obediently closed my mouth and sat down next to her.

        

        Just as I was about to explain this great achievement...

        

        "The baby is kicking! Quick, listen!"

        

        With sparkling eyes, Carden prevented me from explaining my achievement, and I quietly put my ear to her belly.

        

        Indeed.

        

        I could feel Carden's child, presumed to be a healthy boy, constantly wriggling inside.

        

        The mysterious stirring of life.

        

        "How is it? Nice, right? It's our child, hehe."

        

        Seeing Carden's bright smile, my desire to boast about my achievement subsided.

        

        Well, what does it matter if I save the world or not?

        

        These children and women are more precious.

        

        "So, why were you looking for me?"

        

        Carden asked belatedly, but I just shook my head lightly and watched my family bustling about.

        

        Every one of them, such lovable people.

        

        Looking at them, I felt a warm, fuzzy feeling.

        

        With a happy smile, I answered:

        

        "I just wanted to see all of you."

        

        The End
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