
            - Now, I can finally breathe a sigh of relief.

The fallen Duke on the ground finally opened his mouth.

Despite his limbs being torn and blood gushing out, his voice remained solemn.

The demon of the North seemed to be quite familiar with death.

Even though the woman pointing her sword at me claims to be my own flesh and blood.

- ...Cut my throat, Laura. Complete your revenge here.

Not a trace of warmth in those words.

The Duke seemed determined to remain as the demon of the North until the very end, rather than being seen as the father of his three daughters.

Upon hearing this, the eldest princess, Laura, cast aside any lingering attachment.

Swoosh!

The raised sword drew an arc in the air and swiftly severed the Duke's pitiful neck, rolling it across the carpet.

Laios Endika von Roen Green.

The Duke, feared by many, the demon of the North, met a rather pathetic end...

***

【BAD END 3 - The Vengeful Sword】

"...Another death."

Inside the late-night bus heading home, I stared intently at the palm-sized game screen on my smartphone.

A mobile indie game called "Inframe" developed by a small team.

"Kill the Archduke."

In short, "Killduke."

In this chaotic era filled with all sorts of cash-grabbing crap games, this one was quite something. A well-crafted fantasy RPG set in a neat world, which had become hard to find these days.

I started playing just a week ago, and I've already surpassed 80 hours of playtime.

Except for working and sleeping, I've been glued to Killduke the whole time, so it was only natural.

That's why procrastination is scary.

When others were having a great time and getting excited, I would scoff and wonder, "What's so great about it?" But now, seeing myself getting hooked and even sacrificing my lifespan for it...

Anyway.

As the title suggests, the main scenario of struggling to kill the Archduke reached its climax at the 10-hour mark of gameplay.

Choose one of several ending routes, slay mobs, do some farming, and once you've severed the Duke's neck, it's all over.

The concept of "game over" was vague. The protagonist, by design, was a reckless character who destroyed everything in their path, and if they happened to lose in battle, they would be sent back to the previous stage with instructions to grow stronger.

However...

"Ha... New game."

The problem lies here.

It's the insanely difficult final stage that opens up after the ending, which makes one wonder if the developers actually tested it.

"To Be a Father."

A hardcore survival scenario that takes place from the perspective of the main villain, Laios, of the Northern Air Defense.

In an RPG with a linear progression structure, suddenly transitioning to a strategy management simulation... Well, it was a change that could be reasonably understood.

With a completely new game bundled with the original, the gameplay and quality were even better.

But this... the difficulty is just too sadistic.

"Should I change my early build... Should I focus on technology right from the first half of the first year..."

To survive in this wasteland, where every region is covered in constant danger, we must invest our efforts into technological development like magical engineering.

However, the person holding the key to that technology is my second daughter, whose favorability has already plummeted.

If I focus solely on improving her favorability, my eldest daughter, who was sharpening her blade in another city, will appear and slay me on the spot.

It's terrifying to the point that if I dump everything on my eldest daughter, the protagonist—me—she'll immediately turn against me and bring about my downfall.

By the way, my third daughter will come out of nowhere and strike me unexpectedly, regardless of which route I take. It's dirty and despicable.

...Of course, this itself isn't a flaw in the game's authenticity.

He's truly a madman, someone who doesn't deserve a happy ending, with his very nature being pure evil.

Moreover, he perfectly defies the notion of bending his arm inward and ends up being killed by his own children, a despicable scum.

That is none other than the undisputed villain in this game, Laios of the Northern Air Defense.

Because of that, Laios's "affinity" stat is fixed at the lowest value of 1. If you attempt to converse with others, there's an 80% chance that their favorability will decrease.

And if you fail to break through that 20% probability during the first interaction with my second daughter on the first day...

"I'm sorry. It seems like the girl doesn't have anything else to say to her father..."

【 Affinity - 5 】

【 The state of the second daughter, Senna, has become 'slightly hostile'. 】

The game needs to be reset as it is.

"Damn it."

...This is the first time I've taken a character in a game so seriously.

Raios was that kind of person.

"Is that all? Did I expect too much?"

If you try to encourage, it will be met with sarcasm.

"Insufficient. Did you come to hear words like 'you're not good enough' from me?"

If you try to praise, it will lead to deception.

"Pitiful... You should have been born into a family that suits your station."

If you try to empathize, they will spit out harsh words.

Watching this idiot who throws a tantrum and rushes into a pit while spewing all sorts of nonsense on the screen, I felt like going into the game and giving him a good beating.

Yes, if it were me instead.

Even though I haven't even experienced love like everyone else, let alone having children, if I were in your place...

...I would risk everything and definitely do better than you, you damn bastard.

Yes.

That was the last thought I had in my previous life.

        
            "Our Duke is still in his chamber..."

These days, the Loengreen Castle is unusually peaceful compared to usual.

Considering that this place is where all the power and authority of the North gather, it was certainly a strange situation.

"I wonder what's going on. Lately, he hasn't even called for regular meetings. It's convenient for us, but..."

"Sigh! Whenever you say something like that, things get even more difficult!"

The maids working in the castle were overwhelmed by the silence that could last indefinitely.

It would never be tolerated under normal circumstances.

But now, no one dares to scold them.

The Duke, who used to treat the maids harshly, has been absent for two weeks, and even the sassy noblewomen have been blocked from entering the castle due to the ban on visitors.

"By the way, what could be the reason why our Duke suddenly secluded himself like this?"

"Well, it's an unprecedented event, so I can't figure it out."

"You're right. He even went on an outing the day after parting with his wife as if nothing happened."

"Who knows? Maybe he's suffering from some serious illness..."

The maids, forgetting their manners, kept mentioning their master's name.

Since Duke Loengreen has always been a prominent figure, there was never a shortage of gossip.

And then, how much time had passed?

"...Wait, don't you hear that sound?"

"What sound?"

Clank, clank...

A strange metallic friction sound could be heard from afar.

Soon, the maids of the castle rushed out to check the situation.

"I've come to see my father. Where is he?"

On top of her elegant black dress, Laura, the eldest daughter known for her strictness, spoke with a splendid fur coat.

At the same time, she was also the newly appointed Imperial Guardian Knight.

The maids were easily overwhelmed by her presence.

"Yes, Lady Laura. Our Duke is currently..."

What should be done about this situation?

From the perspective of those below, they couldn't possibly utter words telling her to go back. They simply bowed their heads appropriately.

Moreover, the lady was not alone.

Judging by the fact that he led soldiers and stormed Yeongjuseong, it seems like today he is determined to make a decision, whether it means life or death, just like my father...

"He is in his study. However, His Grace has explicitly instructed not to admit any visitors..."

"It doesn't matter."

The maid's voice tightened as if warning, but Laura paid no attention.

If there is a justified reason, it is actually on this side—she seemed to think so.

Clank, clank.

The sound of iron shoes resounded heavily on the staircase of Yeongjuseong, which had been quiet for a while.

"Oh my, goodness..."

The good times are all gone now!

The maidservants who were watching the situation from afar were restless, fearing that some incident might occur between the Duke and the eldest daughter.

"...Wait."

Laura pushed the soldiers aside and stood in front of the door leading to the study.

Knock, knock.

As a matter of courtesy, she knocked twice, but there was no response.

Without knocking again, she immediately turned the doorknob. Her impatient temperament was also a characteristic of the Duke's eldest son.

"Father, Laura is here."

As Laura entered the study alone, a man with a majestic presence greeted her with silence.

-.

As he slowly raised his head, it seemed as if a radiance was pouring down upon the whole area.

In the artistic landscape adorned with gold and jewels, the Duke's figure already functioned as a work of art.

"Is it the eldest daughter?"

Beautifully disheveled ash-colored hair. Beyond that, pupils that sparkled red as if they were embedded with rubies. The jade-like body appeared even more solid than being merely plump.

And yet, standing on the boundary of youth, there was an elegance and grace that went beyond that. His noble appearance was truly dignified and noble, giving off the impression that he was a true aristocrat.

The tyrant who ruled over this frozen land.

...Laios Endika von Roen Green.

"He must have issued an audience decree."

The Duke uttered his first words.

Low and solemn, but his dignity was akin to that of a lion.

However, Laura did not step back in the slightest and replied.

"Please forgive the rudeness of a young girl, Father. I could no longer stand idly by."

Saying so, she slowly approached the Duke.

"I couldn't stand idly by?"

"Yes."

Thud, thud.

The indomitable vitality emanated from the steps of the eldest daughter. Every time the cold footsteps resounded, it felt as if icy blades were emerging from that very spot.

"Since my father suddenly secluded himself and hasn't taken care of the North for fifteen days... we can say that the heart of the North has stopped."

The frosty aura that blossomed from Laura's body spread throughout the area like a chilling breeze.

If by any chance a war were to break out like this...

...this lordship would turn into an icy hell in an instant.

"I don't know whether you are suffering from some unspeakable ailment or simply succumbing to apathy, but the girl does not know."

The eldest daughter stood proudly on the front lines.

And then, with an infinitely sharp voice, she concluded her words.

"...When the heart stops, everything in the North freezes to death. That fact is self-evident."

Her eyes harbored a resolute determination.

Roengreen Territory.

Located farthest north from the capital, it was the land of eternal winter.

In this polar region where one froze to death if they huddled against the cold, one had to constantly move and find their path with a bow in hand.

Being called a ruthless tyrant, Laios was also regarded as an indispensable figure in the North precisely because of his exceptional ability to find that path.

However.

Undoubtedly, the current lord was useless.

Ever since he inexplicably confined himself to his sickbed, the lordship had completely lost its functionality.

What became more apparent were only the accumulated misdeeds due to his unparalleled cruel nature.

Now, not only the authorities of the capital but even the imperial family seriously doubted the qualifications of the lordship...

"Of course, I am well aware of the great efforts made by my father to develop the North."

That's why she refrained from making any rash moves.

She hadn't questioned it until now, considering it as an indefinite expedition and taking it as a momentary respite.

But now she could no longer endure.

"...A few days ago, when Princess Lerial officially visited the territory, she did not make any grand gestures under the pretext of being a guest."

That act was literally shoving the glory of the lordship, which had been preserved until now, into the toilet.

For whatever reason you argue, is it an act that can be forgiven?

By humiliating important figures of the royal family and turning them into a spectacle for the commoners to watch, are the young lords making a mockery of the world?

As a result of this irreparable mischief, the relationship between the ducal family and the royal court is currently in turmoil. No matter how much effort is made to clean up the mess, it remains a pile of filth─

"I understand your intentions, Laura."

The Duke slowly rose from his seat.

Although the first princess was no ordinary beauty, in front of her father, she was nothing more than a fox before a tiger.

Eventually, Laura naturally became the picture of someone looking down on Rhaeos.

"So, you want to become the new heart of Loengreen."

"......"

Laura didn't respond.

However, her silence expressed pure affirmation.

...Driving out the dissolute and incompetent Duke and becoming the Duchess of the North. She never considered it a foolish decision.

I am different from those who would be indifferent even if ground up.

If it were me, I could undoubtedly bring more prosperity and tranquility to this frozen land.

Not as the tyrant Rhaeos.

Not like the other sisters and concubines who cower in fear and submit to him, only me.

Only Laura is worthy of the position of the owner of Loengreen─.

"What author put such thoughts into your head?"

"Ha...!"

With a cold sneer, Laura drew her sword.

"Without any hidden motives, everything is solely the girl's own decision. Do you still consider me, Laura, a spineless fool?"

Now it has become irreversible.

To wield a weapon without permission in the Duke's chamber is an act of treason in itself.

"Yes... You will surely think so! Surely you will! I know very well how I am treated by my father! In your eyes, I am nothing more than a foolish and pitiful woman, am I not?"

"──."

Soon, the Duke's face began to contort seriously, but the eldest daughter did not stop speaking.

Father, have you ever once considered me... your daughter?

Like spewing blood, it was an extremely desperate situation.

Laura clenched her teeth. Her gaze towards Rios was cold, devoid of any warmth. ...20 years. Time had passed as she was confined and raised like a captive to succeed the Loengrind Duchy. The deep-seated resentment she had harbored in her heart during those long years was immeasurable. And now, the eldest daughter was confronting her father with all of that. "Reconsider your current judgment." "Yes?" "It means to restrain your impulses and discern with reason. Once you've turned your homeland into ashes, it will be too late for regrets." The Duke responded calmly, without even attempting to change his expression, trampling over Laura's emotions. "...Huh." A laugh escaped from Laura's lips. It truly vexed her. Had she worked so hard for the recognition of such a pathetic human? "Ahahaha!" The sorrow I held, it meant nothing to that person. This mental anguish, it would forever be a puppet dancing in the palm of their hand. Sadness welled up. Anger surged. That despicable and cruel mindset that no longer considered me their own blood. It continues to provoke my suppressed resentment... "Your tongue has become quite sharp, Father. Let's put an end to this." In that moment, Laura tightened her grip, ready to tear apart that venomous mouth. But then... "You, too, have become quite insolent in your speech." "...?!" The Duke suddenly reached out towards Laura. ...Her threat became meaningless. Even with the edge of a blade pressed against her throat, he showed no signs of wavering. A mental strength that transcended the realm of humans and an unwavering determination. They were undeniably proving why Rios was called the demon of the north. "What did you say? A foolish half-wit, a pitiful and inferior woman. And furthermore..." The Duke coldly laughed as he gently stroked Laura's cheek. It was a gesture as if handling harmless livestock. "Do I even consider you my daughter?" "Ugh!"

The translation of the provided text is as follows:

Her lips trembled, and a new sigh escaped her. Shame spread over her flushed cheek, and even a single tear streamed down. Despite her determination and holding the knife, Laura hesitated.

A deep-rooted fear engraved in her body from a distant past. It tightly held her limbs, silently pleading for it to stop.

"...."

She felt angry.

Angrier than ever before.

Am I still afraid of this person?

I thought I had completely overcome this damn panic, but was it just a trivial illusion?

No, I can't hesitate any longer.

The dice have already been cast. If I don't kill, I'll be killed—

"It's truly terrible and strange."

"—?"

"Why does this father treat you so cruelly?"

For a moment, Laura's eyes widened.

It was an unexpected denial that she couldn't believe came from the cold-hearted Duke.

"Even if you resent me for not understanding your feelings, don't tear yourself apart."

"W-What...?"

"From the moment you first came to Roengreen, you were my eternal blessing. And now, growing up so splendidly, even reaching adulthood..."

At the same time.

...An emotion she had never received as a child.

"You are my precious eldest daughter, incomparable to anything in this world."

It was paternal affection.

"D-Don't mock me! Don't try to deceive me with such obvious lies!"

"For 20 years, my unwavering determination has never changed."

"...."

Upon hearing those words, Laura's eyes shook violently.

Unlike her wavering gaze, the Duke's expression was calm and confident.

...It's strange.

It's just a word to avoid this situation.

Eternal blessing? Surely, it's just a lie without any truth in his heart.

But now, I don't find his face, which I wanted to turn into minced meat someday, repulsive.

Why is it that I don't feel disgusted at this moment?

        
            "...Although it may seem impudent, would you allow me to step back?"

"Permission granted."

Contrary to the eldest daughter's expectations of not easily being allowed to retreat, permission was granted without hesitation.

Why on earth...

Why did Father suddenly appear like this?

More fierce and formidable than the notorious blizzards of the North, it was the aura of this man named Rhaeos.

"Furthermore, today's events will spread like wildfire. If this is not upheld, then it is indeed acceptable for someone to take my life."

"...!"

Is this person truly the cruel demon of the North?

It feels unfamiliar. Extremely unfamiliar.

The fact that he doesn't even lower his commanding tone implies that he won't even inquire about the price of betrayal.

Such hidden benevolence of the Grand Duke felt incredibly awkward to the eldest daughter.

"Hmph..."

Laura, gripping her throbbing forehead.

Her emotions towards her father are tumultuously conflicting.

Her heart is overwhelmed, her mind burning hot, making it impossible to continue thinking.

Perhaps Father is now trying to seize control of my mind through some kind of manipulation or sorcery.

No, even if that were the case...

"...I sincerely apologize for the rudeness the girl displayed today."

There is no way to escape from his grasp at this moment.

"If you change your mind later and decide to administer punishment, I will accept any consequences."

With those words, Laura lightly bowed and turned away.

However...

"On the off chance that you truly managed to drive me away."

The following words from the Grand Duke halted her steps.

"What actions do you think the crowd that incited you would take?"

"…!"

Surprised, Laura turned around.

—The chilling gaze of the Grand Duke swept over her.

Though she had assumed it was an arbitrary decision, it seems the Grand Duke is completely convinced that someone instigated the first lady.

"Do you know, Laura? The social circles of this country are no different from the nature of demons. The voices of the nobles that sound familiar to your ears are mostly illusions, each and every one of them whispering useless and wicked temptations."

"…."

"Honestly, speak up. How dare a fearless group of demons possess the daughter of the Duke?"

The eldest daughter, Laura, pondered for a moment, repeatedly.

Should she speak carefully or remain silent?

"I am Count Phelain..."

It is right to speak up a hundred times.

There is no point in keeping an eye on it here; it will not benefit me in any way.

"What did you hear from Phelain?"

"That, that..."

When the Duke asked again, the eldest daughter continued her trembling voice.

"The current northern region is plagued by strange incidents one after another, and every day is filled with disasters. However, Duke Roengreen remains indifferent and incompetent..."

As she spoke, Laura discreetly observed the Duke's reaction.

Normally, sharp criticism would have immediately flown at her, but for some reason, he had an expression of indifference.

"...Using this as a pretext, I, as the eldest daughter, suggested taking over the family and setting everything right. In doing so, not only the residents of the territory but also other nobles and the royal family would undoubtedly support it."

"Have you fallen for such a laughable notion?"

The Duke immediately rejected the daughter's words.

Even the soldiers who overheard it thought it was beyond naive and could be dangerously excessive.

Forced succession. If harm is done to the reigning Duke for such a reason, they would be immediately relieved of their position as a knight. In that case, the privileges guaranteed directly by the Emperor, as well as the right to absolution and exoneration, would be nullified.

And ultimately...

"Even if you become the new landowner, do you think you can wield the full power of the family?"

"..."

Literally, the foundation for exercising one's abilities is lacking in many ways.

Indeed, not all of Roengreen's subordinates would turn against him, but those who covet the power in the northern region are by no means weak. At best, they are like a lighthouse before a storm.

...Roengreen, the most prestigious family in this country, from the northern region.

In just a few days, it was on the verge of disappearing completely into the back alleys of history.

"Phelain..."

The Duke muttered so quietly.

Until just now, he had the momentum to eliminate anyone who revealed themselves as the mastermind, but now he wore a more cautious expression than ever before.

"...Considering the seriousness of the matter, I can't give you two chances."

Laios continued speaking, emphasizing that it was truly the last opportunity.

"You must never be swayed by the devil's whispers and raise a sword against your father."

"Yes, Father."

"Are you not the rightful successor to Roengreen, who will continue in my footsteps?"

"──."

At the Duke's words, the eyes of his youngest daughter, who was pinned to the ground, widened in surprise.

It was an unexpected remark.

Father must have already given up on me and considered my other sisters, the second or third daughters, as his successors.

That's why I, the enemy of the Roengreen Ducal House.

I, who had worked tirelessly to fulfill my role when I eventually inherited the throne.

I, who stayed up all night studying your imperial doctrine, trying to understand it through mathematics...

Yet, I was simply driven away like a lowly knight who dared to touch someone else's poem, banished to the Knight Academy of the Order.

"Can this Laura truly follow in Father's footsteps?"

"What do you mean?"

"You deemed her unfit as a successor... Is that why you reluctantly sent the girl to the academy?"

Instead of answering with words, Laios approached Laura until he was right in front of her.

Though his steps were leisurely, his momentum was like that of a fierce charging beast.

"...!"

In an instant, Laura became frightened and flinched, her shoulders trembling.

The imposing presence that seemed capable of swallowing even the sky had disappeared, leaving behind nothing more than a delicate teenage girl.

However...

"I sent you to the academy because there were things you needed to learn there."

The Duke gently embraced his eldest daughter.

"Though I may have neglected you afterwards, it was only because I firmly believed in you. If it's my firstborn, no matter what adversity you face, I believe you can overcome it on your own."

"..."

"But in the end, it has come to this."

He murmured softly as he calmly stroked his daughter's head.

"I was complacent. I was too complacent. In truth, everything is this father's fault."

The rough and rugged hands that always held a weapon were remarkably smooth in their movements.

"For the past ten years, every single day must have been an incredibly harsh winter for you."

"..."

"But still, you bloomed as if you had never experienced a winter even once... I am truly proud of you."

In the tender embrace of the Duke, the eldest daughter sobbed with a lifeless voice.

"T-then, is that truly Father's true intention...?"

There was no answer to such a question.

However, Laura could no longer doubt it.

The intense pounding sound echoing in her ears was something even the devil of the North couldn't control.

"──."

What sprouted within her was a fierce self-loathing.

Now, how do I appear?

A foolish being driven by jealousy, attempting to harm the one and only father in this world.

And yet, even that failed, and now she found solace in her father's embrace, whom she had tried to kill...

Such a foolish girl.

...That's right.

What does it matter if I was appointed as a knight immediately after the agreement?

Even if the appearance is strong, hasn't the core rotted away like a rotten fruit?

"..."

If my perspective is so lacking.

I might end up carrying an enemy on my back that should be heavily guarded against.

I might end up pointing a sword at the very place I should protect.

With that realization, Laura deeply lowered her head.

"...I will return to the academy promptly, Father."

A calm and resolute voice resounded.

Laura seemed to have made up her mind. In her determined figure, there was no trace of her previous weakness.

"May you be well."

As she stepped out of the chamber, the soldiers who had been waiting followed suit.

Soon, with a creaking sound, the door connecting the chamber and the corridor closed.

"...It seems to be settled."

Thunk!

Laios remained seated in his place.

Seeing him brushing his hair with trembling hands, as if shaking like a bamboo tree, one could question whether he was the same person as the Duke from earlier.

"Oh, I really thought I was retiring from this damn world... No, seriously, what a fucking tone. Pfft─"

***

The first power helmet that was the first death flag for my eldest daughter. After barely blocking it with a quick response. "Hoo..." I immediately collected the audience's applause, neatly finished dressing, and went to the office. To be honest... I really have no idea where the Grand Duke's office is, so I wandered around the Yeongjuseong for about 30 minutes. If I hadn't glanced at a passing maid, I would probably have been lost in the palace for an hour. Anyway. "...Ahem." Since coming to this world, my mind has been filled with question marks. Where am I, who am I, why did this happen, what should I do from now on? With these unanswered worries, I just eat, go to the bathroom, space out, and sleep... As I repeated those actions, two weeks had already passed. However, I still don't know why I'm here. It's not some high-quality hidden camera prank. Seeing that nothing wakes me up no matter what, it's definitely not a dream. The most likely possibility is that I had an accident and died while sleeping on the bus that day, and somehow got dragged into the world of Kildadu... How can I explain that "somehow"? "Um..." Forget it. Trying to logically think about fantasy only gives me a headache. Looking at my appearance between left and right, I was undoubtedly "Laios Endika von Roen Green." To put it simply, Laios, the Northern Grand Duke. The worst main villain of Kildadu, a scoundrel born with the fate of being hated by the heavens. Because of that, he eventually meets his inevitable doom. And at the scene of that doom, there are always Laios' three princesses. Therefore, what I'm most worried about right now are none other than the three princesses—currently my three daughters. A mother-daughter relationship that should be filled with love and respect. But it only functions as a factor of death itself. "...What should I do?" It doesn't matter that the world I'm living in has changed. The parents who should have raised them ran away when I was young, and life wasn't particularly enjoyable either. But why of all things, Laios?

Why the hell did it have to be this damn bastard who would kick the bucket within a few years at most? And on top of that, his body moves like some kind of machine following a program, strictly enforcing the appearance befitting a Duke. In reality, I can't afford to run according to the plan. Even if my back feels like it's breaking, I have to stand tall. If I hunch my back like a hunchback, I had the impulse to gouge out my eyeballs with my fingers. Each and every one of these fucked-up obsessions engraved in my body is denying my true identity with all its might... "The biggest problem is." Even Laios' fucking personality is subtly seeping into my thoughts. The moment I saw the tearful face of my eldest daughter lamenting to me. ──So what the hell am I supposed to do about it? If that had slipped out of my mouth, it would have been a disaster. Game over from that day on... Anyway. "What matters is the future." Laura said that what impelled me was the Pyrenees family. "Pyrenees..." I definitely remember that name. A prestigious magical lineage rooted in the system where various noble families have taken root. Especially in a prominent position. Elisha, the current owner ─ under the command of the protagonist, enjoying unprecedented glory, a distinguished prestigious family... That seemed to be the setting. "Elisha." As the unique protagonist of Kildadu, she monopolizes the admiration, envy, and love of the entire universe. The eternal nemesis of Laios, who will inevitably plunge Roen Green of the North into the abyss of destruction. From the hostile perspective, she is like a runaway dump truck, an insane and untouchable lunatic sister... "We need to come up with a plan." Elisha glanced at my daughter and dropped her off at the main base, but somehow I managed to stop it. ...But this is just the beginning. The relationship with my three daughters has already hit rock bottom and been pushed into the basement below. Given even the slightest opportunity, there is a high possibility that my eldest daughter will once again turn her sword against me. It goes without saying that under Elisha's manipulation, other noble ladies will also join the rebellion like flowing water.

If you want to survive in this situation, there is only one way. You have to break and destroy all the death flags with your own hands.

"Even if you stay still, you'll get caught in the middle..."

That's nonsense.

I don't know who started it, but how dare they try to kill someone with such a stupid joke.

As I am now, my life is in danger the moment my limbs stop moving...

"Work has piled up like a mountain."

Indeed, on the desk in the Grand Duke's office, documents were piled up as high as one's head.

If I keep procrastinating like this, I'm likely to invite unnecessary suspicion. It's a situation where the day when a knife comes back to my neck is approaching.

...It's so annoying.

Muttering softly, I spread out official documents on the desk.

"Hmm."

Detailed adjustments regarding multiple land lease contracts within the territory.

Some nonsense about efficient supply of grain and stable management...

"...What is all this?"

Naturally, I can't understand a single thing.

It's not that I don't understand the language, but it seems like a foreign language to me.

For example, being good at counting numbers doesn't necessarily mean being good at math.

"It's not easy."

In a situation where Show and Proof are needed, I don't have the confidence to do either properly.

"..."

If I knew even just one thing about those fantasy territory stories, like magic or something, everything would be a breeze.

With a few strokes of the pen, I could revive an abandoned territory that had been praised as a sage born after a thousand years and was on the verge of collapse.

Unfortunately, this world doesn't seem to be that bright.

"Hmm."

I don't understand this, I don't understand that...

I spend time aimlessly rolling the pen around.

Knock knock─

─Father, it's Senna.

After a sudden knock, the voice of a lively girl echoed.

Senna, the seventeen-year-old second daughter of the Roengreen Grand Duke's family.

Unlike her older sister, who still holds a strong position within the world, Senna, as the second daughter, hasn't triggered a death flag yet.

Therefore, there is no reason to be on guard right now.

"Come in."

Creak─

As soon as I gave permission, the door opened noisily, revealing the figure of my second daughter.

        
            "I heard the news that you have retired from public performances today... I've come to pay my respects. How have you been, Father?"

Sena, who walked in briskly like a rabbit, lightly pinched her chin as she spoke.

...She was like a lovely and charming girl with silver hair, as if she had descended from heaven.

Certainly, the second princess of Roen Green was described as a "lady with an ordinary impression compared to her abilities and status."

"..."

In my opinion, people in this world don't seem to know what ordinary means.

Or did they all get LASIK surgery together at a clinic?

"I'm fine. So, have you been well?"

When I asked that, Sena replied with a faint smile.

"Yes, Father. Lately, Sena has been tirelessly studying magic. It is to repay the grace bestowed upon me by Father."

"...You're admirable."

My heart just skipped a beat.

On paper, it is an undeniable fact that Sena and I are stepmother and stepdaughter.

But in reality, she is a young lady I'm meeting for the first time today, and it's a feeling of passionate affection that I've never experienced before.

...From side to side.

Sena Enisil von Roen Green, the second daughter of the Grand Duke's family.

In Kildergue, she was portrayed as a girl with a great interest in magical technology.

To put it in slightly derogatory terms, she could be called an eccentric princess, almost like an Asperger's child.

If there is nothing special happening, she would spend all day locked up in her atelier, and as long as her research conditions were guaranteed, everything was okay. She didn't bother to pay attention to Laios.

...However.

How could this cantankerous and stubborn Grand Duke, who overturns everything if it doesn't go his way, just sit by and watch?

──Did you waste your time on such trivial matters, neglecting your true talent, pure magic?

That scolding and meddling was a given.

First, he forcibly demolished the atelier that Sena had secretly set up in the outskirts of the territory.

And then, he took the liberty of disposing of the magical tools stored inside as he pleased.

And it was none other than the prodigy of this generation, the daughter genius, the daughter Noiman, the daughter Einstein, Laios.

The youngest daughter, who had never uttered a word of complaint in her lifetime, witnessed her father's absurd behavior and immediately cut off contact with him.

Senah, who ran away from home, ended up in a place that seemed like fate... coincidentally, it was the domain of Count Phirein, who had an intense obsession with tearing apart Rhaeos.

Oh my, just imagining it makes me cringe.

It wasn't simply an unfortunate incident; it was a disaster, to say the least.

Among the countless factors contributing to Rhaeos' downfall, this catastrophe was undoubtedly the worst.

Senah's magical talent is certainly not false.

Although she is currently devoted to studying magitech, her growth is slow, and over time, she naturally becomes an established mage, the Grand Sorceress of World Salvation.

In certain routes, you can even witness the final moments of Rhaeos being annihilated by Senah's powerful siege magic...

"..."

In short, I reached a simple conclusion.

In order for me to survive, I definitely need the help of my youngest daughter.

"Thank you, Senah."

"Yes, yes?"

Surprised, Senah responded with a puzzled voice.

It wasn't because we were unfamiliar with each other as mother and daughter.

I simply couldn't understand why she would say such strange words to me, and her attitude seemed genuinely unaware of it.

"I know very well that the journey from your atelier to the capital is treacherous. Yet, despite that, you rushed here just to ask about my well-being after a month."

When I prodded her like that, Senah flinched and raised her hand in surprise.

"Huh? Oh, no! Since Father banned magitech research, I've never set foot in the atelier..."

"Is that so?"

"..."

Unable to say anything, Senah simply bowed her head.

There's no way she hasn't been there before.

As someone who knows her second daughter's dedication to magitech better than anyone, I can confidently say that a dog stopping its excrement would be faster.

Of course, unlike the real Rhaeos, I have no intention of criticizing her for that.

"Senah, lift your head."

"Yes..."

I gently encouraged the slumped youngest daughter.

It sincerely doesn't make me feel too bad to see her earnestness.

"...Yes?"

"So, if you have any requests, please let me know now."

As I looked at her like that, Sena pretended not to know and tilted her head.

"W-What do you mean?"

"You don't have to hide it. Don't tell me you came all this way just to ask about my well-being."

"..."

I know very well what kind of person Sena is.

A remarkable figure who even grinds time that doesn't exist into dust, using every resource imaginable.

In the world of the game, where the process has been greatly simplified, it was still a cumbersome and miserable element, but in reality, it was even more demanding.

In other words...

"There must be a reason why you've devoted your precious time and insisted on meeting me."

"...!"

Whether she finally understood the meaning of my words or not, Sena immediately got to the point.

"T-Then, Father, please take a look at this!"

What came out of her second pocket was a crumpled piece of paper, like a rag.

From the completely coated appearance covered in fingerprints, it seemed to hold a deep story.

"What is it?"

When I asked, Sena answered while fidgeting with her fingers.

"It's, Father. It's the design blueprint and distribution plan for the 'Flarelight,' a magical device that I showed you before!"

"Flarelight."

"Yes! It was something the girl conceived day and night to protect the people from the harsh environment in the north. I wanted you to reconsider this project once again..."

Once again.

That meant she had been rejected by Laios before.

Sure enough, there were traces of desperate patchwork here and there.

"..."

Damn it.

Such curses swirled inside my throat. Afraid they might slip out, I bit down on my lower lip.

No matter what, it was the result of my daughter's efforts. Was it necessary to tear it apart like this?

"Father, I know this is very insignificant and impolite, but..."

Sena pleaded earnestly.

"If you just restock it once, Sena will be so happy that she won't know what to do... No, it was more than just longing. It was desperate. To the point of being criticized as 'utterly insignificant and rude' despite the valuable research achievement she had desperately worked for. '...' If Laios were here in this situation, it would be obvious. He probably would have torn it apart without any hesitation. Considering that Sena violated the order not to touch anything related to magical engineering again, it would be a justified response, she thought. And as if to prove that thought... '──.' Suddenly, something began to surge from within her. It was the intense turmoil of emotions embedded in Laios' physical body, urging her to accept it immediately and kick it away with both hands. ...Please stay still, you damn arrogant high-ranking bird-brain. Unlike your household where you freely roamed around, I am sincerely concerned about safety and survival. 'I'll show you.' I took a deep breath and accepted the design proposal calmly. Understanding the concept of 'magical engineering' that exists only in this world perfectly is probably an impossible task, but I can pretend to know it somehow. I didn't just play Kildergue for nothing, and I had enough pre-existing knowledge from researching various wikis. A flare light, for example, was like a high-tech high-performance torch. It was a seal made of magical metal material imbued with an everlasting flame, which had excellent cold resistance to the point of not losing its warmth even in the snowstorms of the north. 'Hmm.' Above all, the most appealing point is here. 'Can manifest special fire attribute magic.' With this, it is effective in repelling the monsters in the north who are completely immune to fire and does not harm the owner by distinguishing allies. Of course, it's not without its drawbacks. 'Estimated production cost, approximately 7.5 million anel per unit.' '...' As with most magical tools, the unit price is ridiculously expensive. Converted to their world's currency, it's about the price of a used car that's a few years old. However, considering the various terrible conditions in the north... It's an item that would be worth focusing on and pushing forward right now. Above all, this... I desperately need it."

To put it bluntly, as the current me, who is just a wrapper but a Lios, I don't have the confidence to even handle a single minor illness on my own.

...Well, that's beside the point.

"Sena."

"Yes, Father!"

"...Once again, you've forgotten our promise."

For now, I decided to lightly brush it off.

Of course, positive confirmation has already been confirmed, but if there is too little resistance, it becomes awkward in itself.

Since a person can't change overnight, there might be another trick up their sleeve.

"To my recollection, research related to magic engineering was clearly prohibited before."

"Well, um, yes..."

"At that time, who was it that made a pledge to diligently polish pure magic according to your father's wishes?"

"The girl..."

"It means swearing not to waste the talent of becoming an extraordinary sorcerer capable of reaching unimaginable heights."

"..."

Sena lowered her head as if contemplating.

In an instant, she glanced at me.

"...Ugh."

And soon after, her pitiful eyes began rolling like snowballs.

Completely losing her sense of direction, aimlessly wandering...

For some reason, there was clearly a different atmosphere than what I had expected.

        
            "Your Grace, I beg your forgiveness! It's all the girl's fault!"

"What did you say?"

"Heek! If Your Grace truly insists that it cannot be done, then the girl will wholeheartedly give up and humbly seek forgiveness...!"

In this manner, looking at the second daughter who was stubborn to the point of being incomprehensible.

"Ha."

Unconsciously, a sigh escaped me.

A daughter who doesn't yield to her father's coercion and asserts herself.

Reluctantly accepting, a father secretly supports such dreams of his daughter.

Thinking that if we push forward with such a hopeful flow like a family drama, there would be no awkward corners and everything would go smoothly.

However.

"Sena."

"Heek..."

It was almost a scream close to despair.

The second daughter standing in front of me has already become infinitely small.

Looking at this situation, for example, instead of a noble lady, she was completely a high-ranking official and a lowly commoner.

Has there been such an uncomfortable relationship between the Duke and the second daughter until now?

"..."

Forget it. Let's get rid of this petty buildup.

If the relationship is already in such a state of collapse... a drama-like scenario cannot happen.

Above all, as far as I'm concerned, the existence of parents should never make their children miserable for any reason.

Living as a pitiful orphan in this world, I came to understand that.

"...If you truly believe that mechanical engineering is your path, then polish it without hesitation."

"Yes, yes, understood?"

"It means that you can do whatever you want, however you want."

Words that a true Duke would never utter even if the sky were to collapse a hundred or a thousand times.

Indeed, even uttering a few words like this consumes a considerable amount of mental strength. When I tried to console Laura, my whole body was itching to the point of going crazy.

On the other hand.

"Um, um, excuse me─."

Is this kind of reaction beyond anyone's imagination?

Sena pinched the corner of her mouth with a face that clearly didn't know what to do.

And then, as if she had some terrible idea, she opened her mouth with a pale expression.

"That means the girl can no longer stay in the Duke's residence..."

"It doesn't mean we will separate."

...I guess I need to drive the wedge in one more time here.

"The mechanical engineering technology you proposed is quite practical and intriguing. It's undoubtedly another testament to your talent."

"Oh, really? Th-thank y...you?"

"Of course, the expenditure is a legitimate concern, but it will only be a temporary setback."

Carefully stamping the document, I handed it over to Sena.

"However, those who benefit from this technology will continue to thrive in the northern region for a long time. Understanding their circumstances and improving their lives is my duty as the lord. Your proposal seems worthy of approval."

"W-what do you mean?"

"After the prototype is completed, bring it to the lordship first."

"Yes!?"

Sena's eyes, which were once as round as full moons, narrowed like silk threads.

Her eyes sparkled, and a smile formed on her lips.

It was a rich reaction that truly exemplified why the term "foolish daughter" exists.

"T-thank you! Thank you so much... Father!"

"Is there really a need to be so grateful?"

"Yes! Among the countless blessings you have bestowed upon me, nothing surpasses this..."

After trembling with excitement, Sena suddenly rushed towards me and hugged me tightly.

"I, Sena, swear upon everything in heaven! I will never, ever disappoint you, Father!"

As she spoke, Sena displayed a radiant smile.

"...Alright."

This is dangerous.

Perhaps this is the century's most magnificent sight that Rhaeos has never witnessed in his lifetime.

And it is happening right here, in my embrace.

The straightforward affection conveyed by my youngest daughter was so warm that it made me feel extremely embarrassed. Even the body of a duke couldn't resist such stimulation, as my heart was throbbing uncontrollably...

"I should go now."

"Oh, really?"

"It must be a situation where every minute and second counts."

"Ah!"

Soon, Sena cautiously let go of me.

Although I felt a bit uneasy about her calm response, fortunately, she didn't show any signs of laughter.

"Hehe, there's a saying in the northern region. Do you know it, Father?"

"A saying?"

"The mouth and face may tell a thousand lies, but the heart cannot fabricate a single falsehood."

"......"

I heard everything.

Even though it beats in my ears like thumping drums, it would be stranger if this child couldn't hear it.

"Hehe..."

Sena tapped her chest and then dashed away like a squirrel.

I thought she was just going to leave like that.

"Um... Father?"

Once again, she peeked her face through the crack of the door and asked me.

"If the girl acts stubborn like this again, will you still indulge her?"

"Well..."

"......"

With a seemingly indifferent response, Sena's expression became slightly serious.

However, I looked straight into her eyes and added.

"If she remains as adorable as she is now, there shouldn't be any difficulty."

Upon hearing such a teasing remark, her face turned red.

"──."

Sena nodded briefly and quickly ran away. It was so cute that I couldn't help but chuckle.

"A real angel, indeed."

...There's a saying that goes, "Even if your child gets in your eye, it doesn't hurt."

From this moment on, I fully understood the meaning of that seemingly crazy phrase from a past life.

I have decided to become the biggest fool of a father in the world.

***

Loengreen Province. If you walk down the road carved to the west for about an hour, you will reach the lower village of Velus Castle.

"Let's work hard today too!"

"Yes, for Loengreen!"

"Woooh!"

The residents of the territory started their day's work with a spirit resembling a group frenzy.

Although the title of "Demon Duke" has spread far beyond the borders, the villagers of Velus seemed particularly loyal to the Duke.

And the reason for that is none other than...

"You're here! You're here!"

"Everyone, prepare for a cheer in the 3 o'clock direction!"

With more energy than the residents, a silver-haired girl came bounding down the slope.

"Welcome, Miss Sena!"

"You look exceptionally beautiful today! Even more so than Lady Phirein, known as the most beautiful woman in the territory!"

The cheers of the residents echoed high into the sky, and Sena smiled proudly.

Once it caught the attention of the residents of the Belarusian territory, this noisy event was something that could never be avoided.

"Hello, everyone! You all seem so energetic today!"

"Haha, we're always like this! Since the young lady arrived, there hasn't been a single thing lacking. It's only natural!"

As one of the residents said, Belarus is currently enjoying an unprecedented prosperity since its establishment. The residential areas are sturdy enough to withstand the northern gales, and every household has access to running water. Even at night, the streets are brightly lit with magical stone lamps, as if it were daytime.

This is the power of magitech.

Despite the temperature dropping to minus 30 degrees Celsius, thanks to the greenhouse devices, there is no longer any freezing of the streets.

This too is magitech.

The young people who left for Bosilop, where the magical mines are located, turning this village into a mere miniature version of the capital, can no longer be considered an exaggeration...

"Oh my, get a hold of yourself. We came out to replace the lifeless magical stones in the greenhouse devices... Miss, I'll step aside first!"

"Oh, I think I left the water running in my house..."

"I was in the middle of cooking soup and just walked out!"

To the extent that they abandoned their tasks and rushed out, receiving the daughter of the Duke was a major event for the residents of Belarus. Just by catching a glimpse of her grace, rumors spread that everything would go well for a day. It had reached the point where it could be called a religion.

"Hee hee?!"

Of course, Senna herself was startled.

"E-Everyone, please go back quickly and attend to your duties! Magical stones aren't something you can buy for a penny. You should use them up according to their lifespan!"

"Yes, ma'am!"

"Ah, even the voice that scolds us is like an angel from heaven!"

"Thank you for being born in the same era as me, Miss!"

"──."

Leaving behind such a farewell filled with madness, the residents scattered one by one and disappeared.

"Sigh..."

Senna, the Duke's daughter, collapsed onto her bed as soon as she returned to the atelier. Her silver hair, a testament to her noble lineage, spread out like the wings of a peacock, bathing the entire bed in moonlight.

The enthusiasm of the Belarusian residents' reception was captivating, but what currently had the greatest impact on their state of mind was this: a proposal for the distribution of flare lights. Moreover, it bore the unmistakable handwritten signature of their father. "I wonder what this is, really." To be honest, it was an utterly incomprehensible whim. Considering that he had previously torn apart similar proposals without even reading them, there was no reason to believe this one would be any different. At the very least, he would receive a scolding, and if he was more displeased, he might even resort to wielding a whip. Given what they had witnessed of their father's character thus far, that seemed plausible. However... How in the world did their father's signature end up on this proposal? "Oh my! Did he intentionally sign it incorrectly?!" According to the family tree, after Emperor Hwangje, their father held the second highest position, which exerted influence not only in the northern region but throughout the country. Reciting the written characters one by one, they carefully pronounced the endorsement that held power in the entire nation. "Count Roen Green Laios Endika von Roen Green, officially recognized by..." Fortunately, there wasn't a single typo. This elegant calligraphy, rumored to be the work of a master, was undoubtedly that of their father, Count Roen Green... "Miss, what's the matter? You seem a little pleased." "Huh?!" With eyes filled with astonishment, Senna looked up from the document she was staring at, only to see a sharp-eared woman thrusting her head forward. "Lucille! I told you to give me a signal if you were going to tease her!" "Hoho, I'm sorry~ I couldn't resist having fun with the young lady." Lucille, who protected the youngest daughter of Roen Green, laughed. At first glance, she appeared to be a gentle woman, but her white hair, as if covered in frost, emitted an aura of intimidation. The purer and stronger the magical power one possessed, the whiter their hair became, a distinctive characteristic of the Elf race. "...Anyway, Lucille, take a look at this. What does it look like to you? Hehehe." Senna proudly presented the business proposal, pointing her finger directly at the spot where the Count's signature was engraved. "Hmm?" Lucille, who had been scrutinizing that part with focused eyes, raised an eyebrow. "...Huh." What could this be?

In Sena's magical engineering business proposal, the damn─ no, the signature of the Grand Duke.

The discomfort is beyond words. There shouldn't be something that defies the laws of nature in that place. It feels like seeing a banana grow in the Arctic tundra...

Before long, Lucille reached a conclusion.

"Miss Sena."

"Hehe─"

"When did you research this precise forgery technique?"

"...Huh?"

This is fake.

It seems there's no other possibility but for it to be fake.

"Oh my, look at this. The first and last letters are written with the same flicking habit. It's on the level of something that person would write themselves. Miss, what's the principle behind this?!"

"...No! It's not a forgery! How dare you accuse me! I personally went to the Lord's Castle today and obtained it!"

"Hmm..."

Once again, Lucille tilted her head.

The young lady doesn't know how to lie.

To the point of looking so innocent that it's almost foolish, she couldn't help but wonder how such an angel came from beneath that kind of person.

Then, the endorsement of the Grand Duke contained in this proposal.

Is this banana on the ice... real?

"...Is that person alright? Can you continue your magical engineering research, Miss?"

Nodding, nodding, nodding─

In response to Lucille's cautious question, Sena answered with an enthusiastic nod.

Seeing her adorable gesture that made her want to bite, Lucille had no more room for doubt.

"So that means..."

"That's right, Lucille! Our atelier has officially received its first large-scale territorial project commissioned by the Lord's Castle!"

Sena hugged Lucille while exclaiming.

"Oh my, oh my, oh my!"

Lucille also patted Sena's back, congratulating her repeatedly.

A daughter's slope is the same as her mother's slope.

Of course, they're not truly of the same blood since they belong to different races, but Lucille's eyes were filled with more tenderness than when looking at her own daughter.

"Well then, you'll start making prototypes now, right? Just wait a little longer, Miss. I'll quickly go to the warehouse and─"

"...No, you can't."

"What?"

"No way! It can't be done with cheap materials piled up in the warehouse! Although my father has given permission for now, he might revoke it as soon as he sees the result─"

At that moment, Senna's eyes subtly shifted to the side.

"I can't waste this precious opportunity that I've finally obtained, which could possibly be the last...!"

Soon, the girl's gaze pierced through the thick glass case placed in the atelier. Inside, there was a hidden extraordinary material, quietly waiting.

"What? ...Ah, miss, you don't mean that?!"

Red Dragon Jade.

It was created by combining the heart of the rare creature, Red Dragon Soul, which once confronted Lucil's expeditionary force, with a large amount of enemy stones and compressing them to their limits to create an orb.

Even if an ordinary third-rate technician were to roughly examine it with skeptical eyes, this jewel would fantastically reveal itself as a national treasure.

"Hehehehehe..."

"...."

For a moment, Lucil closed his mouth, looking at his daughter whose expression had changed.

In that state, commonly referred to as 'artisan mode,' it would be better to leave the young lady alone. Even if the ghostly presence next to her, Moore, babbled on, it would only be a bothersome noise to the current young lady.

...It's just a waste.

It's deeply regrettable and wasteful, and it feels like my heart is being shattered into pieces.

"Goodbye, my beautiful retirement fund..."

        
            The next morning.

Naturally, I opened my eyes and checked the clock on the desk. It was exactly 07:00.

"...Is it really a machine?"

The Grand Duke's bodyguard is truly convenient.

When the time comes, his eyes close smoothly, and they open automatically at the exact hour, to the point where he doesn't even need a separate alarm. 

Even in the game, the start of the day was always at 07:00. I wonder if there's any connection to that.

"Ah."

As usual, I went to the bathroom attached to the bedroom to freshen up.

The shower products provided here are all top-notch, both this and that.

And the interior facilities were strangely modern, and although I don't know how it works, clean water pours out like a waterfall.

...I'm so relieved that this place is like a fantasy world itself.

If it were truly the medieval era without any magic or anything, even if I were the Grand Duke, the quality of life would have been terribly low.

"Hmm."

After changing into a suit and standing in front of the full-length mirror, a familiar face appeared in my gaze.

Eyes as cold as a ghost, devoid of a single smile.

He's undoubtedly a handsome man, but for some reason, an aloof aura emanates from him that makes me not want to get closer.

To give an example, it's like a warm-hearted psychopathic killer.

"...I don't like it."

Let's practice smiling at least once a day.

To neatly organize the affairs with the three noble ladies, I have to start fixing even these small things.

- Your Grace, did you cough?

As I left the bedroom and headed towards the study, the retainers of Yeongjuseong were lined up like soldiers on the way.

I nodded slightly and confidently walked through their midst.

Step by step.

- ...

Even the sound of breathing is forcibly suppressed. The only thing I hear among the dozens of people is the sound of my own footsteps.

...It was natural for them to be in such a position, as they used to grimace and grind their teeth at the sound of even a small cough from me, Rhaeos.

Anyway, I finally arrived at the study.

"Your Grace, a letter has arrived on behalf of the royal family."

Even though he's a newcomer, the gentleman who exudes a familiar atmosphere handed me the letter without hesitation.

Bertholdt, the envoy in charge of Yeongjuseong's diplomatic affairs.

The weight of the story was almost non-existent for the NPC, but it was a face I had seen thousands of times while playing Kill the Duke. In practical terms, when using diplomatic commands that could be considered the essence of survival scenarios, almost all matters had to be handled through this gentleman. "Step back." And with that, Bertholdt bowed slightly and disappeared without making a sound. "...A letter from the imperial family." The sealed signature belonged to the princess. Carefully tearing open the surface, I found the palm-sized paper filled with writing. "To the great guardian of the North, Duke Roengreen... After personally experiencing the harsh environment of the North during my last visit, I couldn't help but worry, so I am sending this letter to inquire about your well-being. I understand that we couldn't meet due to the celebration's constraints. You must have had important matters to attend to, and I understand..." Skipping unnecessary pleasantries, "The reason for this is that I have been entrusted to host the regular social gathering at the palace at the end of this month in Lerial's name. As a member of the royal family, it will be my debut. Therefore, dear Duke Roengreen, if you could grace us with your presence, there would be no greater honor..." Along with such content, the letter ended with the signature of Princess Lerial Ashkin von Pramar. The main point was a request. A cute request from a young girl asking to become the support for her political debut. "What should I do?" Lerial, the Emperor's illegitimate daughter. A reliable ally who played a more supportive role than anyone else in the main story of Kill the Duke, where Elisha was the protagonist. By the latter half of the game, it was natural for the Pireine family to rise to the top of society, thanks to Lerial's pivotal role. In other words, "Leaving her alone would be troublesome in many ways." From the Duke's perspective, the princess was such an existence. If left alone in matters that wouldn't be of much help even if they were thoroughly pursued, she would end up being a thorn in the side of enemies. ...Such a bothersome girl. "Going is the right thing to do." Without further hesitation, I carefully folded the letter and tucked it into my pocket. The event was at the end of the month, so there was still some time to spare. There was no need to worry about it immediately.

First of all, I need to find a way to handle these piled-up approval documents like this mountain... Smart─ ─ Your Excellency, it's Lucille. Without even a moment to spare, a clear voice echoed from the other side. It was the first time I heard it, yet it felt familiar and endearing for some reason. Perhaps it was the tone that Rhaeos' ears remembered. "Come in." As I responded with formality, the office door opened smoothly without any noise. Thud─ Thud─ Gracefully walking towards me was an elf dressed in a white fur coat. "It's been a long time indeed, Your Excellency. It feels like several years have passed since we last met, although it's been less than a month." "I am also glad to see you after a long time, Lucille." Lucille. She used to be the governess of the three princesses and the ancient magical mentor of young Rhaeos... A motherly figure who was a high mage of the Elven race. Currently, she would probably be working as a technical advisor in Sena's atelier, and although she had a gentle personality, she wasn't completely loyal. When the second daughter ran away, it was Lucille who transformed into an enemy and tormented Rhaeos to death. In other words, this pretty pointy-eared sister is also one of the potential threats. "I came here on behalf of Lady Sena. I personally brought the prototype of the magical device that Your Excellency ordered." She was holding a thin, long neckpiece in her arms, which she immediately extended towards me. "...Is it saying that it was completed in just one night?" When I asked, Lucille smiled and replied, "That's right. Even I thought it would take at least three days... I've never seen Lady Sena so deeply engrossed in her work before." "..." "Well, she said she wanted to meet Your Excellency's expectations and ended up staying up all night. Hehe, quite admirable!" "─" Ah, for a moment, it felt like tears were clouding my vision. Why couldn't Rhaeos appreciate such a kind and diligent child? In my heart, I wanted to slap myself as hard as I could, but I held back, fearing that it would be too humiliating. "You've gone through a lot to transport it to the castle. Let me have a look for now."

I slowly opened the lid and removed the cloth. The object inside the wooden case was a long cane that could befit a noble gentleman. The tall staff, reaching up to my chest, had magical engravings in golden color. At the end, there was a spherical grip, and inside the grip was a sealed ruby the size of a fist.

...What is this?

"It's quite different from what I saw in the blueprint."

The estimated unit price of the flarelight mentioned in the proposal was clearly 7.5 million anels.

However, this prototype had an unsettling design from the start, and both the size and quality of the ruby were top-notch at a glance. If we were to evaluate its worth, it seemed to possess a value of millions of gold coins.

In gaming terms, it was truly an end-game item.

"No one else but His Majesty himself will receive this as a tribute. Miss, you were worried that it might not be enough, but there's no way we can prepare shoddy mass-produced goods based on blueprints."

"...Indeed."

Leaning the prototype against the desk, I calmly looked at Lucil.

"I have received the item well. Please inform the young lady that the business budget promised yesterday will be executed without any issues as planned."

"Yes. I, Lucil, will gladly carry out your instructions with joy."

Lucil turned around as she said so.

But as she reached the door, she suddenly stopped in her tracks.

"...By the way, Your Majesty. What exactly is the reason behind this sudden change?"

"Hmm?"

As if asking for the meaning behind my words, Lucil smiled mischievously and added,

"I once gave you a direct prophecy, didn't I? I said that before you become the leader of the North, you must first become the father of the three princesses."

"..."

"To be honest, I thought you didn't even hear it with your ears... But seeing that you granted Miss Senna permission for magical engineering research, it seems you remembered my words without a doubt."

"I didn't bother to remember such nonsense."

Lucil's expression slightly tilted at my words, but I paid no mind.

I confidently crossed my arms and continued speaking.

"From the very beginning, was there ever a time when I was the father of those children?"

"Huh? Ahahaha..."

...Crazy bastard.

I heard such muttering, but I simply ignored it.

Since I don't think I'll be criticized anyway, there's no damage at all.

"Seems like you've had a lot of change in thinking while wandering around, huh? Well, the sheep have already run away long ago, and now you're building fences..."

"I should build them."

"Huh?"

"After losing the sheep and not building fences, who would consider themselves sane? They'd be a foolish creature."

"..."

Lucille's eyebrows shot up at those words.

It seemed like she was thinking, "What did I do wrong today?" with that expression.

"Why? Suddenly want to live as a human?"

"Are you saying I'm not human?"

"Absolutely not, you demon."

Her voice was resolute.

It was a natural reaction, considering Lucille had witnessed every dirty and unbearable aspect of Dio for 40 years. After living through all the filth and madness of that bastard Rhaeos, there couldn't possibly be any affection left for him.

"Well then, from now on, I'll become a human."

As if finding that statement absurd, Lucille widened her eyes.

Setting aside the fact that it was a far from satisfactory answer, claiming to become human now.

"...Do you think it's possible just by appearance? Haven't you forgotten how to live like a human altogether?"

"I will make an effort. It's not right to turn innocent children into the devil's offspring."

"Hah, you talk big."

Lucille smirked as if it were ridiculous.

Then, suspicious glares were directed at me.

What kind of trick is this again? With that kind of tone, he stared at me as if laser beams were shooting out of his eyes. In response, I met his audacity with my own brazen gaze.

Rhaeos' eyes surprisingly perform well.

Even Laura, the eldest daughter who was boiling with anger earlier, lost her words and shrunk back when she saw those eyes.

Lucille, who had come close enough to reach my desk, slammed it down.

"That statement may not be convincing at all... but if you're sincere, you must keep it until the end. If you hurt my children again, I won't be able to bear it anymore."

"Was there a child between you and me?"

"...Ugh, this disgusting brat, seriously."

It was a joke, but Lucille slapped her face in response.

"That's what I'm saying! Somehow, ever since turning twenty, there hasn't been a single cute aspect left. You're just thoroughly unlikable! If we go by elf years, you're still a wet-behind-the-ears brat─"

"......"

At this point, it was more like a sword than words. That voice, constantly complaining, was so sharp that one could be stabbed to death with a single slip of the tongue.

Honestly, I thought it was a joke that I could laugh off... But if the speaker is the Duke, their mood must be terrible.

"While I have no intention of criticizing the actions of my esteemed former master, please try to maintain your composure in this place."

"...Yes, I deeply apologize for my rudeness, Your Grace."

Where on earth does this wretched human find fault with Lady Senna─

Upon hearing those murmurs from Lucille as she left, I felt a slight sense of relief.

If the youngest daughter doesn't antagonize the Duke, then Lucille also has no need to cooperate with Elisha.

The desperate survival scenario of the mentally unstable trash Duke, 'To Be a Father.'

The highly anticipated final chapter was progressing more smoothly than ever before...

        
            ...The official duties that started in the morning continued until late at night.

The final decision-making authority for all projects in the northern region lies with the Grand Duke, Rhaeos. It was only natural for someone in such a position to take a whole two weeks off, not just a day or two.

However, there was one fortunate thing.

"─These are the results of the preliminary feasibility study for a total of 13 project proposals. There are no disqualifications or adjustments needed for the plans, and the magical tool project by Lady Senna is considered a special case and has been excluded from the investigation."

"Hmm."

The Grand Duke's secretary, Bertholdt, was assisting him and proved to be highly capable.

As a mere figurehead lord, I only needed to nod my head beside him.

"After reviewing everything, I request your signature, Your Grace."

With those words, documents were presented to me.

Of course, I didn't even spare a glance at the text and quickly scribbled my signature.

Although I had listened to supplementary explanations about the projects for nearly half a day, approving them took less than a minute.

I wonder if this is really okay, but honestly, what do I know even if I review them?

"Was there any falsehood in your statement?"

I simply asked, and Bertholdt bowed deeply before answering.

"I, Bertholdt, can proudly say that I have never lied to my lord even once."

"In that case, it's fine. I trust your competence completely."

Saying so, I finished signing the documents and handed them over.

"M-My Lord, this is too hasty."

Bertholdt raised his eyebrows slightly, seemingly surprised. He stumbled over his words.

To someone who had become accustomed to the Grand Duke's autocratic nature and constant suspicion, the word "trust" itself seemed quite unfamiliar.

"...Beside the former Emperor, there was a trusted advisor named Lian Jaesang. It is said that his contributions were significant in this country's early establishment of national power."

"Yes, I am aware of that story as well."

"Bertholdt, you are my Lian Jaesang."

"─."

At that moment, Bertholdt's expression became extremely subtle.

In the game, the old man who was an emotionless robot in the guise of a bookseller seemed capable of making such expressions.

"Step back now. I will undoubtedly remember your dedication as a lord."

"...Truly admirable. Bertholdt, I will continue to serve His Excellency with all my might."

With those words, Bertholdt bowed deeply and left after paying his respects.

Later, it was reported that his torn resignation letter was found near the garbage dump close to Yeongjuseong.

***

Bosillob, the southernmost region of Roengreen Territory - the best land for gold in the north.

During the freezing winter, Laura's carriage and the procession of soldiers briefly stopped there.

Despite only traveling for half a day, the soldiers were all exhausted.

It was a natural result. The extreme cold of the north, which could freeze even hibernating animals, was not something a mere human could adapt to.

"...I made them suffer unnecessarily."

Muttering to herself, Laura headed straight for Bosillob's garrison.

"Oh, Lady Laura! Welcome!"

Avijof, the knight guarding Bosillob.

Now an old man well past his sixties, he greeted the eldest daughter with an especially friendly face.

Since there had been reports that the first lady would visit, he didn't show any signs of surprise at first glance.

"Please, come inside quickly. We have prepared everything for you to warm up."

"I deeply appreciate your cooperation, Sir Avijof."

Avijof led Laura to the reception room while walking ahead.

Following behind, Laura gestured for the soldiers to disperse throughout the garrison.

"The weather in the north has been particularly harsh lately, and dangerous monsters have been constantly appearing, so I've been more worried than ever. Have you encountered any major troubles on your way to the territory?"

Avijof asked in a very kind voice.

Although he wasn't generally an affectionate person, Laura had always been a cute granddaughter to him. This was because he had once served as the tutor for the noble ladies' household.

"I haven't. If I have to mention something... it would be that the roads were all frozen, making travel quite inconvenient."

"Haha, that's a chronic disease of this land. Luckily, it was just the regular snow removal day the day before yesterday. If you had arrived a little later, you would have been stuck here for quite a while."

While laughing heartily, Avijov added, "By the way, Your Highness, is everything alright?"

...On the other hand, he saw through Laura's expression with his keen eyes.

It was a scene where one couldn't help but suspect the inner thoughts of the first princess.

Especially when opinions criticizing the Duke's seclusion were rampant in the capital.

Despite Your Highness issuing a summons to celebrate, didn't he explicitly say that he wouldn't bring fifty elites and go straight to Yeongjuseong?

"Is that what my father said? I only exchanged brief greetings, so I don't know deeply, but he seemed fine."

"I see, that's truly fortunate."

Avijov responded with a deep smile, playing along.

However, it wasn't a mask to deceive his eldest daughter. The fact was that he was genuinely delighted to reunite with the disciple he had personally taught long ago.

He once again gently observed Laura.

As if he were a grandfather curious about his granddaughter's interests.

"I was worried because I heard you brought fifty guards, thinking something big happened at Yeongjuseong... But since nothing happened, there's no greater sight for this old man who serves the Duke."

Of course, he didn't simply hand over soldiers without any thought.

In secret, he ordered to secretly detain Lady Laura during the mock battle and immediately separate her from His Highness.

If she made a wrong judgment in that situation, he believed it was his duty to correct it without hesitation.

But seeing that not a single one of the fifty was killed or injured, it seemed that there was no need for such measures after all...

"It could have been a big problem."

"...?"

"Literally, the northern region was about to be completely cut off by Laura's hands."

"──."

With that casual remark, Avijov widened his eyes.

It wasn't just a joke. It was exactly what Avijov had been concerned about.

The current situation of the Grand Duke's family is quite precarious. With the accumulated grievances among the women and even negative public opinion about the system, it's undermining the unity in the northern region...

However, Laura raised her teacup and spoke lazily.

"Lord Avijov, I have two questions that I'm curious about. If you're still as sharp as ever, you should be able to give me a straightforward answer."

"...Yes. If Lady Laura asks me a question, I will answer it without fail."

Avijov immediately knelt down and assumed the posture of a knight.

The formality he displayed when speaking to a noblewoman was proof of the sincerity behind his words.

"First, among the prominent families of the system... particularly the ruling lady of the Pherain Viscountcy, can she become my ally?"

Upon that question, Avijov's eyes widened once again.

"..."

The influential power of the system that was currently on the rise.

A formidable viscountess who could not only crush her enemies with force but also trample upon the authority of the Grand Duke, almost like a king of the north...

"You mean Elisha of Pherain."

In response to the old man's inquiry, Laura nodded slightly.

If it was about that woman, Avijov knew more about her than anyone else, except for Laios.

For decades, he had listened to countless rumors and firsthand accounts within the Grand Duke's household, to the extent that he couldn't count them all with his hands.

Soon, a fresh answer flowed from his lips.

"...That is impossible. No matter what happens."

Quite literally, it was an impossible task.

Even temporarily associating with the Grand Duke was something she abhorred to the extreme, so how could she be an ally?

Without explicitly showing it, the Grand Duke himself and the three noble ladies would also be nothing more than thorns in her eyes.

She despised Laios to the point of hatred, even his bloodline.

"Lady Laura, you must also keep your distance from that woman. There is nothing good that can come from interacting with her."

Upon Avijov's frank advice, Laura's expression momentarily turned desolate.

"Fine... That's what you're saying."

With a thud, she placed her teacup on the table.

At the same time, silver hair began to wrap around the slender fingers. It was a subtly compulsive gesture.

Glancing at that sight, Avijof thought to himself.

Indeed, it seems that the fox-like woman had captivated the first princess—so it goes.

"In that case, I will continue to ask."

"Yes."

"In your opinion, how does my father treat this Laura?"

"...That is."

Avijof understood well why his youngest daughter asked such a question.

This young lady must truly not trust her own father.

After all, it was Rhaeos who had mercilessly abused his eldest daughter since she was only six years old, destined to lead the Grand Duchy.

It wasn't just a metaphor; it was as if she were livestock being raised without any dignity.

For ten years, with her neck tightly gripped in the hands of her demon-like father, she was forced to imbibe nothing but the virtues of the next heir.

There would be no trace of affection or memories in her already cold and hardened heart.

Not only did she fail to receive recognition for her hard work, but she was also driven away as she couldn't meet the expectations of His Excellency the Grand Duke...

"..."

Avijof closed his eyes slightly and pondered.

True to his nickname as the devil of the north, Rhaeos was an incredibly cruel man.

It wasn't just because he couldn't be honest as a father, but because he truly saw the noble ladies as nothing more than his puppets.

However...

How could he possibly reveal such a repulsive and cruel truth to a young lady who was like his own granddaughter?

Soon, Avijof cautiously opened his mouth.

"His Excellency the Grand Duke often appears harsh, which has earned him the reputation of a tyrant... But in reality, he is a person with deep depths like a lake."

"..."

"I'm sure His Excellency holds Lady Laura in high regard as an excellent eldest daughter."

"Is that truly the case?"

"Yes. Avijof would never lie to Lady Laura."

The old man's eyebrows, responding so promptly, momentarily shot up.

"In that case, it's settled."

Laura didn't show a satisfied expression.

Her innocent smile contained no hint of suspicion towards the departed figure before her.

"I highly appreciate your wisdom and insight. If your eyes reflect the same, then it must truly be so."

"...."

As he looked at his softened daughter's face, Avijof swallowed hard. It felt as if his heart was being torn apart.

Fear. So much fear.

How long can this old man's messy deception continue to calm the young lady's mind?

"...I will rent a spare room. It would be too risky to head to the inn at midnight."

Laura said so with a solemn tone as she stood up from her seat. Her voice sounded somewhat excited.

Avijof also immediately stood up and nodded.

"Yes. Although it's only for a short night, it is an infinite honor to have you stay here."

"....What?"

Laura raised the corner of her mouth in a smug manner.

Although it was faint, it was truly a beautiful smile.

However, Avijof's state of mind became even more confused as he looked at it.

"When day breaks, I will leave without saying goodbye. There is no need to pay special attention. Make sure to inform the soldiers as well."

"I will follow your orders."

After sending off his daughter like that.

"Ha-"

Avijof tightly gripped the hilt of his sword at his waist.

Within the trembling fist of the old man, the metal slid loudly and the iron clanked.

"...Why?"

Why am I so angry right now?

Is it because Avijof, despite being rotten and corrupt, still carries the dignity of a knight?

"That's right."

Even though the body has aged and become pitiful, this body is still that of a knight.

That's why, I must raise my voice towards the Duke who has turned into a demon.

To prevent him from destroying the precious present by being bound by the past.

To prevent this humble old man from constantly telling despicable lies to the pitiful noble ladies who have never experienced love from their parents.

"Raios, you bastard..."

The well-being of an old age with no more light is probably irrelevant now.

Even if this body burns to ashes, someday I will confront you directly...

        
            A few days later.

In the still dim dawn, the halls of Roengreen Castle were bustling with the footsteps of visitors.

With the Grand Duke's funeral over, it was only natural for the regular meetings to resume.

The attendees, each carrying their own agenda, greeted each other warmly and inquired about their well-being as they ascended the long staircase.

"It's been a while, Lord Palen. I must admit, seeing you every three days was becoming tiresome, but meeting your face again feels refreshing."

"I feel the same, Lord Ginger. It seems you've rested well; your appearance is quite immaculate."

"Haha, well, somewhat. Since I have no business at the castle, I wonder how relieved I am─"

As the divine messengers continued their lighthearted banter,

"Pardon me."

"Oh my─!"

A knight suddenly broke through the midst of them, as if literally charging ahead.

Thump─ Thump─ Thump─

A seasoned warrior clad in armor ascended the stairs with heavy steps.

To an outsider, his demeanor seemed uncontrollable, almost filled with anger.

"So it's none other than the troublemaker, Avijoff? Why are you standing there like that?"

"He's always so sensitive. Although we frontier officials had a vacation for the past fortnight, I'm sure things weren't the same on your side, were they?"

"Ah─ indeed. I heard there was another uproar over the mining rights in Magwangsan this time."

I believe Pirein was particularly furious about it...

Amidst the group of divine messengers guarding the frontier, such baseless rumors circulated.

"Oh my! It's been a while, Lord Avijoff! Have you been well during your absence?"

One block away from the venue, Avijoff unexpectedly encountered someone.

...Lucille.

The woman who had transformed into something resembling a demon and had been absent from the regular meetings for some time, claiming she couldn't bear to see the Duke's changed appearance.

"Aren't you the Grand Mother? Although I may be an old disciple, I apologize for not paying my respects all this time."

"─Sigh."

Avijoff greeted her warmly, but Lucille's expression immediately contorted like damp clay.

"What kind of Grand Mother am I? Don't call me that! If even a respected elder like you addresses me like that, how do you think others will perceive me!"

"What is it, the venerable chief of the Northern region, who is over a hundred years old─

Other nearby dignitaries, who were looking at Lucille with such eyes, immediately lowered their gaze as soon as their gazes met.

Rather than facing the wrath of a dragon, it would be impossible to go against the will of the white-haired elf.

Once she shows her animosity, she becomes more terrifying than His Highness the Grand Duke......

"Ah... well, that aside, why are you so gloomy? Did something bad happen?"

When Lucille asked, Avijoff let out a deep sigh and replied.

"To tell you the truth, a few nights ago, I had a conversation with the first lady. And this Avijoff committed another unforgivable sin."

"Ah..."

Lucille nodded as if she understood everything.

"Oh my, what a troublesome situation... You've suffered in many ways because of that bastard."

She could easily grasp that Avijoff once again played the precarious role of mediator between the Grand Duke and his eldest daughter.

Every time the Grand Duke threw a tantrum, he falsely covered up such misconduct.

The relationship between the two ladies should have been severed long ago, but it was being forcibly maintained thanks to Avijoff's hidden efforts.

Even now, the three ladies still perceived Laios as "someone who was warm to their mother at least." That too was one of Avijoff's works, utter nonsense.

Because of him, the funeral of the Grand Duchess, who screamed in agony, was carried out by someone else's hands, without even mourning. What a warm-hearted hypocrite...

"Everyone, please hurry and take your seats! There's not much time left until the signal is sounded!"

At that moment, an urgent voice came from the entrance of the venue.

That person is undoubtedly the Grand Duke's secretary, Bertolt, but for some reason, he looks a bit unfamiliar.

...Wasn't he originally a cheerful and energetic man?

Anyway.

"Well then, let's go in quickly. Don't get caught up with that troublesome human for no reason."

"Your Excellency─"

"──."

Avijoff was about to speak, but involuntarily closed his mouth.

In his opinion, Lucille was like a gentle mother figure to the people of the Northern region. That's why "Grand Mother" was a respectful title he had thought carefully about.

...If she were to utter it once more, it seemed as though a powerful elven spell would erupt in Shone's mind. "No, will Lady Lucille be attending this regular meeting?" she lightly smiled and replied to Avijoff's questioning gaze. "Why, is that strange? Lucille is undeniably a member of the Grand Court." "What I mean is... has the ambiguity about His Excellency finally been resolved?" Lucille's steps abruptly halted for a moment. Avijoff thought he had made a slip of the tongue, but she responded with an unaffected face. "Oh dear, is that so? I'm not such an easily swayed woman. What could possibly be resolved?" Soon, scenes of bitter past memories flashed through Lucille's mind. ...Wasting time on such trivial garbage. The seven-year-old youngest daughter who received a magical device personally crafted for her father's birthday, only to be assassinated on the spot. ...Being overshadowed by worthless trash, wasn't it embarrassing? Graduating as the top student from the Imperial Tower Academy and returning home with a smile. ...The sixteen-year-old second daughter who received nothing but filthy insults from her father. "..." Lucille bit her lip. Just briefly recalling old memories made her feel disgustingly dirty. ...There were many other things as well, but if she delved deeper, she felt like she might vomit altogether. "I've seen enough until now! How can I ever forgive that person?" As she spoke those words, Rhaeos was simply an individual whom she couldn't view favorably no matter what. His actions, his thoughts, even the newly acquired filthiness seemed detestable in every way. "But to say that I've developed a deep hatred... he's just a piece of trash." Yes, it was only natural to feel that way towards someone deserving of such hatred. She couldn't forgive the countless insane things she had witnessed from the Grand Duke with her own eyes. Trash, vermin, son of a bitch, beastly bastard, despicable scoundrel... Lucille's loathing towards the Grand Duke had accumulated like falling snow, forming a thick layer resembling a winter snowdrift. However, at the very bottom of that snowdrift...

"Sister, Elisha said that yesterday. When I grow up, I want to get married and live together... even as adults."

"Can a coward like me become a great father if I try?"

Such lingering emotions, named as attachment, also faintly hide.

Furthermore,

"...But well, these days, I suddenly have such thoughts."

"Hmm?"

"You know? That guy, Rhaeos."

Unbeknownst to anyone, on the surface of that stratum... very small.

So minute that it wouldn't be visible without careful observation--

"This time, it might really change."

There was a crack.

"...What do you mean by that, Lucille?"

Avijoff asked with a puzzled expression, but she remained silent.

She just smiled playfully, leaving him in the dark, and walked into the competition hall.

"Hehe, who knows? You'll find out soon enough."

Lucille thought to herself.

Even if she revealed the truth about Rhaeos promising to become human the day before, this old man would never believe it.

Naturally, at that time, she herself thought it was just a dream.

He was someone who wouldn't even mention such strange words lightly, so his sudden change was unexpected.

...Therefore, seeing is believing.

From now on, Rhaeos himself will prove it through his words and actions.

"What on earth--"

Meanwhile, Avijoff truly couldn't understand her inner thoughts.

"That he might change."

None other than the demon of the North?

The one who had been deceived and betrayed countless times without conditions or trust, Lucille herself.

And yet, she has decided to believe in Rhaeos once again—those were her words.

"..."

Although she outwardly showed a disdainful attitude as if she could chew on it, her actions and intentions didn't match.

Perhaps she still thinks of him as her own child.

Otherwise, how could she go to such lengths...

Avijoff followed behind Lucille into the competition hall. And as he waited, he pondered deeply.

Finally, at 8 o'clock on the dot, when the two hands of the clock aligned perfectly, a majestic bell began to resonate throughout Yeongjuseong.

Kuwong- Kuwong- Kuwoong-

The sound reminiscent of the fierce footsteps of a giant. Gradually, it subsided and came to a halt.

"Be silent."

The Duke walked into the competition venue, enveloped in stillness.

The members who were seated immediately stood up in unison, showing respect to the patriarch of the North.

His gaze alone was as cold as a veil. His tilted mouth seemed to look down on everything in the world. No one dared to mention rebellion in the presence of his imperial demeanor.

His noble and imposing figure, as if the concept of authority itself had put on clothes and walked, was truly more aristocratic and intimidating than any nobleman in the world.

Duke Rhaeos Endika von Roengreen.

Crossing the central aisle, he took his seat on the highest podium and spoke firmly.

"We shall commence the regular monthly meeting for this month."

        
            ...The two weeks that the Duke had spent in seclusion after completing his official duties were enough to instill unease among the departed souls of Roengreen. The nobles of Jido, who were eyeing the authority in the northern region, were launching fierce attacks. The demon hordes across the border were growling and eagerly seeking opportunities. While neglecting such crucial issues, who was it that indulged in eating and sleeping like a lazy wanderer? It was the Duke who had been doing so for the past two weeks.

That's why even the departed souls of Roengreen began to express their doubts and suspicions towards their lord, albeit subtly.

"I shall commence the final regular meeting of this month."

After concluding the lengthy silence, the Duke returned with an impeccable appearance, devoid of any flaws, or rather, emanating an even more sacred atmosphere than before.

If the previous Rhaeos was a devilish existence, then the figure reflected in the eyes of the departed souls now was--

Truly, the very embodiment of the Demon King who had descended upon the mortal realm.

"...Though it may be delayed somewhat, I intend to address all of your agenda today. I will not hold back on the severity, so feel free to speak up about anything without restraint."

As his solemn voice resounded, one of the departed souls immediately raised their hand.

The Duke tapped the grip of the staff he held in one hand and called out their name.

"Arik of Regens, step forward and make your statement."

"Yes, Your Grace."

Arik, the departed soul who finally emerged as a speaker, had the impression of a quick-witted rat-like man.

If it aligned with Rhaeos' intentions, he would unquestionably affirm anything, as he was a lackey of authority. Furthermore, he was solely devoted to suppressing his own rivals, a master of factional politics.

With that in mind, he began his statement, habitually sharpening his fingernails.

"Your Grace, I humbly report under your permission. Recently, I heard an extremely absurd story... No, well, it seems that a significant portion of the red marble produced in Regens' Madness Mine is suddenly scheduled to be transported to Velus, guarded by Lucil. What on earth is that rat trying to say again--"

There was a woman sitting in the seat, receiving intense gazes. However, Alec continued speaking without paying any attention.

"So, when I discreetly investigated this matter, to my surprise, I discovered evidence that Lady Senna's atelier is involved in illicit activities!"

Gashindan, who had been quietly listening to his words, was suddenly stirred.

The Duchess's atelier was something that even mentioning would provoke the Duke's anger.

"Alec is not merely speculating. Here, behold a copy of the forged magical artifact business plan, bearing the Duke's official seal! I managed to find it with great difficulty!"

Alec shouted while shaking piles of documents in all directions.

"Now, those of you sitting there, please take a look for yourselves! This is the damning evidence of corruption and wrongdoing that must be condemned!"

Of course, due to the distance, the onlookers couldn't make out a single word.

"Oh my, it seems like something really serious has happened."

"Looks like another storm is brewing in the north."

Anyway, the prevailing thought was that Alec's statement must be true.

Alec is a meticulous person who wouldn't even wager a bet unless he was certain.

Among the Gashin of the Duke's household, not a single person was unaware of this fact.

Yes, today he seemed determined to expose both Lucil and the second Duchess of Belus...

"Why on earth would Lady Senna do such a thing...?"

"I can't understand it. Didn't she know that forging the Duke's official seal is a grave crime?"

In this way, the Duke's household members began to react as Alec intended.

If the daughter-in-law were only entering the atelier, causing turmoil, it would be none other than Duke Roengreen himself.

Moreover, if she went so far as to fabricate false documents and freely exploit the assets in the north...

Even if she is the Duke's daughter, she won't be able to escape punishment.

"It seems like the message was delayed."

"...What?"

"The entire operation was authorized by me."

"..."

At that moment, not only Alec but also everyone else froze.

"What... What did you say?"

"The Duke himself...?"

Even the other noble guests gathered in the venue doubted my ears.

- "The entire project was approved by me personally."

Resounding in the voice of the Duke.

...Words that the Duke would never utter.

In response to Laios's unexpected answer, the eyes of the noble guests flickered.

"If the misunderstanding has been cleared, you may return. Otherwise, is there anything else to address?"

He said, tapping his cane again.

The Duke's proclamation ringing in Alrik's ears was unbelievably cold.

"Uh, uh, um..."

At that moment, Alrik, who had been very confident, suddenly became an empty vessel.

...This can't be true.

The Lord's seal contained in this project proposal is genuine, not forged?

What's going on? Is Alrik having some kind of damn nightmare?

Even if he stumbled, he firmly grasped it. No, he had no choice but to grasp it.

Who here could have imagined such a thing?

The greatest genius in the world, the Duke, granting magic engineering to the second-born lady!

"Furthermore, I have no intention of burdening Regens' finances. We promise compensation commensurate with the scale of the Red Marble that goes to Velus. Will that suffice?"

"Yes, yes! The saintly Alrik is at a loss for words and does not know what to do, Your Excellency, the great Duke!"

Alrik, who stood foolishly in that spot, soon bowed his head to the Duke.

"Puhuhut─"

Eventually, he caught the gaze of the white-haired elf who was laughing at him like an idiot.

...Alrik was nothing more than someone who gnawed at his lips without any sense of dignity.

"A forest-dwelling Ainu girl who doesn't even know proper etiquette...!"

Meanwhile, as the tense atmosphere calmed down to some extent.

"Is there anyone else who wishes to come forward and speak?"

The Duke's voice echoed lowly in the venue once again.

Cough─ And this time, it was none other than Avijov who raised his hand.

"Avijov of Bosilov, step forward and speak."

After a moment, the old man who had climbed up the platform stepped forward with a face that seemed to have a lot to say.

"First of all, I deeply thank Your Excellency, the Duke, for giving this old man an opportunity to speak."

And with that, Abijof cleared his throat and spoke again.

"Your Highness, you may consider this disrespectful, but as a humble servant of the Duke's family who worries about the future of the North, I must speak despite my shame."

His audacious voice startled the other attendants, causing their jaws to drop in surprise.

Abijof, how dare that audacious knight utter such nonsense in front of His Majesty again!

"Do you know, Your Highness? The North is currently in a state of great disrepair."

"...In disrepair?" The Duke furrowed his brow and asked quietly.

The eerie face of a menacing 'demon' flashed for a moment.

Witnessing such a change in expression, the attendants hoped that the fearless knight would keep his mouth shut.

"Yes. The reason for this is that Your Highness has not fulfilled the rightful role of a ruler and has simply observed everything from the sidelines."

Abijof seemed determined, showing no intention of backing down.

"As a result, wounds have been haphazardly covered up and continue to fester, giving rise to significant turmoil on this land. This is the reality we are currently facing."

Though his words were sharp and abrasive, they were not entirely untrue.

Indeed, while the Duke secluded himself in his chambers, the North had practically lost all its momentum.

With the cessation of regular expeditions, demons began to stir everywhere.

As the lord, he neglected his official duties, causing all affairs in the territory to come to a halt.

As the ruler, he failed to defend, allowing internal dissidents to seize opportunities.

"To rectify this, Your Highness must reign not as a shrewd ruler, but as a 'father of the people.' If you strive to fulfill your responsibilities as a leader, surely a new dawn will come to the crumbling North."

Abijof's frank advice now sounded like a reproach for the Duke's lethargy over the past fortnight.

However, the knight's true intentions were not limited to that alone.

- Abijof, I still cannot fathom my father's thoughts.

What he is currently most concerned about is the underlying cause of this decline.

- In your opinion, how does my father treat Laura?

- He treats her as the true source of a destructive plague that is devouring the unity of the northern region like a pest. It's a domestic catastrophe. And it's none other than Rhaeos himself, the owner of Roengreen and the father of three daughters, who must personally sever ties with her.

- If you have any intention as the lord to rectify all this disharmony, please promise Avijof once that you will definitely do so."

- With those words, Avijof confidently drew his sword from its sheath.

- "Ah, Sir Avijof! What on earth are you doing?"

- "How dare you do something so foolish in front of our esteemed lord?!"

- Gashindan, who was watching the scene, couldn't hide his astonishment.

- At the same time, shouts demanding an immediate stop echoed throughout the assembly hall like a flood.

- However, it seemed unlikely that the fears of the audience would materialize.

- "If you cannot do that─then, rather, put an end to this wretched woman's life! Respectable Duke Roengreen!"

- Thus, the tip of the old man's sword was pointed not at the duke, but at himself.

- "......"

- The duke remained silent for a while.

- He simply rested his chin on his staff, closed his eyes slightly, and immersed himself in unknown thoughts.

- Afterward, how much time had passed?

- Breaking the momentary yet almost eternal silence, the duke finally spoke.

- "Sir Avijof, I understand your intentions clearly."

- With those words, the duke rose abruptly from his seat. Then, he slowly began to walk toward the knight standing on the dais.

- Step by step.

- Each thud of the devil's footsteps intensified the tension that weighed down the assembly.

- Some even closed their eyes tightly, imagining the bloody carnage that would unfold in a moment.

- "I hope my words have provided you with an answer."

- However,

- "If I hadn't truly intended to rectify the wrongs, I wouldn't have come here in the first place."

- ...At that moment, the words and actions of the northern devil became apparent.

- "I am willing. To be the father who watches over all of you here, including the three noble ladies and my young lambs."

- Like this─

"I now, as a harmonious leader, intend to confront all the conflicts that I have cowardly avoided until now." The expectations of all the attendees at the conference were far surpassed.

        
            Fortunately, the regular meeting concluded without any issues. Except for some unexpected incidents, most of the agenda items were prearranged and presented by Bertholdt.

"...A storm has passed."

The conference hall emptied out. I remained there, still immersed in the scenery outside the window.

The mountain of official duties and the overwhelming burden of the regular meeting had been overcome. It felt as if the accumulated stress was released all at once...

That aside.

"Avijof, was it?"

The knight who caused a commotion in the conference hall earlier.

I'm not entirely unfamiliar with him, but he's not someone who sticks in my mind either.

In the main story, he delivered blunt remarks to the Duke in the early stages, only to disappear soon after.

In the survival scenario, if one of the three princesses betrays, they hide their true identity and never appear again as minor supporting characters.

Unless you're a gamer who held onto Kilderdew quite tenaciously, you probably won't even remember his name.

However, one thing is clear: he occasionally served as an emotional sanctuary for the three princesses.

From my father's perspective, he could truly be considered a grateful benefactor.

"...Although I didn't want to take action."

I decided to confine Avijof for a week.

Regardless of the reason, intimidating the Lord is an unforgivable act.

Moreover, there were not just one or two pairs of eyes watching, so if some form of punishment wasn't imposed, it would leave a significant blemish on the Duke's authority.

As someone who currently relies on that authority for his own survival... it was an unavoidable measure.

"My Lord Duke."

As I stepped out of the empty conference hall, a calm voice called out to me.

When I turned my head, it was Lucille.

Meeting her gently smiling face, I felt a strange sense of relief pass through my mind.

I've come to realize recently... that Rhaeos seemed to have quite liked this elf. Though I'm not sure why.

"Are you going back to your office now? If you have some free time, would you like to talk on the way?"

"...I'm not exactly free, but let's do that."

"Hehe, alright then."

With that response, Lucille walked ahead, and I followed beside her.

Thud... Clack...

Sounds of shoes at completely different heights perfectly synchronized, echoing through the quietened Yeongjuseong.

It might just be my imagination, but it seemed like Lucille was continuously adjusting her steps to match mine.

When I extended my left foot, she did the same.

When I extended my right foot, she did the same.

And if our steps got tangled, we would synchronize again with the left foot...

How much time had passed?

"...Avizov, that guy. Do you really think it's okay for him to be imprisoned for just a week?"

Lucille, who had been silent during our walk, finally spoke up.

"It's something he decided to do."

"Well, isn't it too lenient? It wasn't some trivial matter. He caused a scene in an important gathering like a regular meeting."

The notion that his punishment was too light had been voiced by Alrik and other divine beings as well.

However, Lucille's response was unexpected.

After all, wasn't Avizov someone precious to her, like family?

So, I thought she would be the one asking for forgiveness on his behalf.

"You could have acted according to your usual temperament."

In a low voice, Lucille said.

I could tell from her attitude.

What she truly cared about wasn't the severity of the disciplinary action.

The white-haired elf was discreetly observing me now.

"That's how I acted according to my temperament."

"Huh?"

Her words immediately elicited a strange reaction.

"Didn't I tell you before? That I can't become a person and turn three children into the devil's offspring."

"W-what did you, what did you say? You said... you said that... seriously..."

A voice that still sounded hesitant and doubtful.

Lucille looked at me, her smile faint and gentle.

"Hehe, I'm sorry. I'm still a woman with too many unnecessary suspicions."

"It doesn't matter. Your suspicions are justified."

"Hmm..."

I replied briefly and continued walking.

...Since then, Lucille has been carefully observing my profile.

Her penetrating gaze was burdensome, but I couldn't bring myself to tell her to stop.

After all, it was I who had allowed her to accompany me in the first place.

Anyway, by the time I almost reached my office.

"...But Your Grace, may I ask?"

Lucille, who had stopped in her tracks, asked one last question.

"If you end up breaking the promise, what will you do then?"

Kiiiiing─

I opened the office door and blurted out a reflexive remark that came to mind instantly.

"I'd rather die."

Clang─

As I entered the office and closed the door, Bertholdt, who had arrived earlier, greeted me warmly.

"Thank you for your hard work, Your Grace. The dignity you showed as the Grand Duke today shone brighter than ever before."

"Everything is thanks to your efforts, Bertholdt. You truly are my trusted advisor."

"...You flatter me."

With that complimentary lip service, Bertholdt pretended not to care but revealed a faint smile.

I realized recently that all his motivation stemmed from a desire for easy recognition.

I seemed to understand why Bertholdt's impression in the game was so rigid.

Perhaps it was because he always remained in a discharged state next to the stingy Grand Duke...

With such thoughts in mind, I sat down at my desk.

As I comfortably leaned back in the chair, I suddenly remembered something I had forgotten.

"...The palace social gathering."

The exact date is tomorrow night.

After confirming it once again in the princess's letter hidden in my bosom, I informed Bertholdt.

"I plan to attend the gathering. It seems Princess Lerial herself is hosting it this time."

"...Pardon?"

Unexpectedly, Bertholdt dumbfoundedly repeated my words.

When I gave him a questioning look, he continued with a surprised expression.

"Um, Your Grace, since you didn't mention sending a reply at that time... I haven't prepared anything..."

"...?"

"The palace also assumes that Your Grace, as usual, will not attend the social gathering..."

I roughly understood what he was saying.

Before attending a social gathering, it is proper and customary in this country to send a reply in advance to the host's invitation...

Is that what it means?

"──."

Damn it.

In the game, I don't care about such insignificant details that haven't even been mentioned. Anyway, if I couldn't go to the social gathering, it was obvious that the princess would stick to Elisha's back.

Considering the already short lifespan of Rios, which is as short as a rabbit's tail, it would be further shortened by two or three times...

"Regardless, I'll go."

"...?!"

Ah, whatever, I'm going anyway.

I wholeheartedly trust my Lian Jaisang, Bertholdt. He deserves that much credit for supporting me.

"No need for showy appearances. Just focus on substance and prepare as quickly as possible."

"Ah, understood!"

Immediately after, he rushed out of the office with a contemplative expression.

***

After the regular meeting concluded, while others were leaving one after another, Lucil remained in front of the venue, guarding it.

Rios, who had personally declared that he would become a person, had easily passed the test based on his performance this time. 

Of course, it was still too early to say that he had completely proven himself, but he had successfully taken the first step. Well, considering he's Rios.

His achievement was quite commendable, and Lucil wondered if she should see his face again before returning.

"When is this guy coming out...?"

Lucil muttered in an impatient voice.

Even after a long time, Rios showed no sign of coming out.

It had been more than 30 minutes since the end of the regular meeting, and there was nothing left for him to do inside.

Did he sit down and fall asleep? Lucil quietly approached the door.

Just then, faintly, Rios' voice echoed from the other side.

──I didn't want to resort to punishment.

Hearing that, Lucil paused for a moment.

"...What is he saying?"

She firmly covered both of her ears.

...There's nothing wrong with my hearing. It means I didn't mishear.

"Hmm..."

Anyway, that kind of grand voice was undoubtedly about Avijof's disciplinary action.

Drawing a sword in the venue and even threatening him with his life, such an arrogant individual.

...He must have been reluctant to impose even such a trivial punishment as a week of confinement.

The devil from the North, of all people?

If it were the original one, by now the maidservants of Yeongjuseong would be struggling to remove the bloodstains scattered on the floor.

"...."

Lucille perked up her ears, wondering if she would hear another voice, but the silence was all there was.

As footsteps approached from the direction of the door, Lucille casually stepped aside.

"Your Grace."

Finally calling out to the Duke who had just come out, she received a cold gaze in return.

However, it wasn't as cold as she had expected.

If the gaze she used to receive from Rhaeos in the past felt like a blizzard in the polar regions, this was just a lump of ice.

Anyway.

"You're going back to your office now, right? If you have some free time, shall we talk on the way?"

"...I am not free, but do as you wish."

Surprisingly, the Duke easily granted permission for her to walk beside him.

"Hehe, yes."

Lucille smiled and quietly followed him.

As they walked, she sensed another change.

The Duke's footsteps were no longer domineering.

Despite such a significant height difference, it was as if he matched his steps to hers... neither walking ahead nor falling behind.

Such a small consideration strangely pleased her.

A moment of silence passed.

"...That Abisov guy, is it really okay for him to be imprisoned for just a week?"

In response to Lucille's sly question, the Duke replied calmly.

"It has already been decided."

"Well, still, isn't it too lenient? It's not some trivial matter; he caused a commotion in an important meeting like the regular assembly."

This statement was true.

She had spoken of what she had witnessed without any correction.

"...You could have acted according to your usual temperament."

...This statement was false.

She somehow didn't want to lose Abisov.

He, too, was connected to her by a special bond, just like the three princesses.

"It was done according to my temperament."

"Huh?"

To such a playful remark, Lucille gave an unfiltered reaction.

"Didn't I tell you that day? That one cannot become a person and make three children into the devil's offspring."

Yeah, it was clearly Rhaeos who made such a weak promise.

...Well, that's true.

"Well, what, what did you say? You said it! Those words... I wondered if you really meant them..."

As Lucil blurted out, a thought crossed her mind in an instant.

Why... am I so unnecessarily suspicious?

Rhaeos clearly showed it through his actions, so why do I keep spouting these doubtful words?

"Heheh, I'm sorry. I'm still a woman with too many baseless suspicions."

"It doesn't matter. Your suspicions are justified."

"...Hmm."

Justified...

It was a stiff voice, but those were truly grateful words.

Just a moment ago, Lucil was about to dislike herself for becoming a bundle of doubts.

"...But, Your Highness."

On the other hand, she suddenly became curious.

The sincerity he holds in his heart to live not as a demon, but as the father of three daughters.

And how strong is his determination?

"If you ultimately fail to keep your promise, what will you do then?"

...The answer that the Duke gave to Lucil's question was:

"I would rather die."

        
            At the pinnacle of the system, the palace was truly a place that suited the expression "mysterious." Not only was its vast scale impressive, but it was also adorned with golden dyes in every direction, shining as brilliantly as the Eastern Golden Temple. This symbolized the dignity of the royal family.

"...."

Laura was strolling along the outskirts of this splendor. This place was known as the Hall of Legends, where the eminent figures of the remaining empire, though departed from the world, lay at rest. And within the sanctuary of these spirits, there existed the resting place of the Duchess Roengreen as well.

"Mother, it's Laura."

In front of her birth mother's tomb, Laura respectfully clasped her hands together and prayed. Even on days that were not anniversaries, the eldest daughter frequently visited this place. In this unfamiliar and suffocating palace, this was the only place where she could truly relax.

"...."

Every time she set foot in this place, a strange warmth spread. It had been over a decade since her mother passed away, and now even her noble countenance was becoming less memorable.

──Lovely children, I always dream of you─

That gentle voice remains vivid in her ears. ──Even when I close my eyes─ I can still see you─ Even when I fall asleep, I worry─

That song, that melody. The second and third daughters may not remember, but I still vividly recall that tone. It was to the point where I would unconsciously hum it while guarding His Majesty's bedside.

Lost in the precious memories, if only for a moment, I indulge in contemplation.

"...."

Soon, tears well up, burning hot. Of course, there are no longer any sad emotions at this point. The once rock-like longing has been eroded by the flowing time, turning into grains of sand, and has long since sunk to the depths beneath the crashing waves.

...Yes.

It must have been like that.

"──."

Why is it that Laura cannot stop crying? No matter how much she ponders, she cannot fathom the reason behind these tears. So, at some point, she simply accepted it as such. She thought her mother, having lost her physical form, shed tears through her borrowed body. She worried about the appearance of Laura in her dreams.

It is so pitiful to see someone being treated worse than an animal by their own father, and to yearn desperately like this... However, "I'm fine now, Mother." Even I, until now, thought that my life was nothing but a tragedy. But now that I can discern reason, there was no separate absurd farce in all those delusions. It was ultimately me who regarded the other person as an enemy, not my father. "...I don't know how the girl appears in your dreams, Mother." I really want to convey this one thing. "Please don't shed tears because of me anymore." Uttering these words, I calmly place my hand on my chest. ...It's warm. The precious warmth I received in Father's embrace rises vividly, and the tears that were flowing naturally cease. It's not some dream or delusion. My reality is this beautiful. "...". In the court, they call Father a cruel demon from the North, an embodiment of wickedness, but I won't be swayed by such trivial rumors as the enemy of the Duke's household. As a woman who will become the enemy of the Duke's household, I won't be swayed anymore. Perhaps I may be betrayed by this heart once again. All those words and actions might just be part of the devil's scheme to deceive me for that day─ At least for now... I trust my one and only Father. "Lady Laura." As she was about to tidy up and leave, a voice stopped her. The eldest daughter reflexively turned her head. The owner of the voice was a woman dressed in formal attire. A tall figure that slightly intimidated Laura. Short black hair and lifeless sea-blue eyes. Within this country, the only ones who didn't know her name were the ignorant commoners. Elisha Difran von Pirein, the Margravine known as the Empire's Black Wolf. ...Laura immediately showed her knightly courtesy towards her, facing the expressionless woman who was looking at her. "It's been a while, Lady Elisha. Have you been well?" "Yes. I hope Lady Laura has been safe as well." Lowering her head deeply in response, Laura soon shifted her gaze to the mausoleum of the Dowager Grand Duchess Loengrind. "...So you've come to see Mother again."

"Yes, it seems that I still can't shake off my lingering attachment."

The eldest daughter, Laura, expressed her emotions as "lingering attachment."

However, in Alicia's view, it was closer to dependency than lingering attachment.

Since this young lady was appointed as a court lady and came to the palace, the flowers placed at the tomb of the Grand Duchess always exuded a deep vitality.

Her utmost sincerity was truly pathological.

Spending most of the rare holidays in front of her mother's tomb meant that the longing in her heart was not ordinary.

When I first learned about it, the Marquis thought it could be utilized.

That's why he had built a bond with the eldest daughter of Roen Green by using various means.

By sharing memories of the deceased Grand Duchess, he made Alicia recognize her as his ally.

Sometimes, he would recount terrible incidents related to the Grand Duke, leading the eldest daughter to distrust her own father.

Furthermore, he pointed out the recent rumors about the Grand Duke's conspiracy and incited the need for a more suitable leader in the north.

This relationship, which had been carefully nurtured like tending crops, had reached the time to harvest sufficient results.

Just a few days ago, the day when this young lady's leave coincided with the harvest.

Everything went smoothly.

On that day, the face of the Grand Duke's eldest daughter heading north was truly determined, as if she would stop at nothing.

But...

"Why?"

For some reason, there was no fruit in her hands.

It wasn't a matter of size; it seemed like there was no trace at all.

It was incredibly strange and empty.

Was it saying that she returned without even drawing her sword, despite declaring to become the Crown Princess and rectify the north?

Whether it was the Grand Duke or the eldest daughter, it didn't matter which one perished.

The only difference would be the order of their departure; they were both vermin that needed to be eradicated from this world.

But such an unexpected outcome was truly beyond expectation...

"Your Excellency, did you meet the Grand Duke of Roen Green?"

"..."

Alicia asked as if testing the waters, but Laura didn't answer.

After a prolonged awkward silence, Elisha turned her head.

At that moment.

"What could those eyes be?"

Elisha felt as if she were facing a massive barrier rather than a person.

Laura's face, looking at her as if wearing a mask, did not reveal any emotions.

Unlike her previous daughter, who was fragile like a girl and easy to read, it was a completely contrasting appearance.

"Have you fallen for the devil's temptation? This is not the usual Laura Kyung."

"......"

"Or perhaps during your duel, you made a mistake and got caught by that audacious person—"

"Stop."

As the Marquess's voice was cut off.

"......!"

Kwoong!

Laura grabbed her by the throat in one swift motion and slammed her against the nearby pillar.

It was an unexpected sudden situation for Elisha.

The grip of the captured hand was so violent that her chest corset was torn apart, revealing her white flesh.

"What are you doing?"

Immediately, the Marquess sneered with a disdainful look.

However, the daughter only lightly mocked the pitiful sight.

"The devil, the audacious person... Did you think this Laura would easily succumb to such lowly and dirty collusion?"

The voice that shot out like that was filled with venom.

What on earth had happened?

The voice filled with hatred that used to be directed towards Rios was now somehow aimed at Elisha.

"Collusion, you say, what—"

Interrupting Elisha's attempt to refute, Laura brought her face closer until their noses touched.

Within the intermingling shades created by the two women's dark and bright hair, Laura finally whispered softly.

"Elisha of Pheraine. I have already seen through your sullen interior."

"......"

"Know your place and act accordingly. It's quite pathetic, fighting over a defeated dog."

After pouring out a long tirade, the daughter turned around and left.

Watching her disappearing figure beyond, Elisha chewed on the rising sense of humiliation.

"...The daughter of that father, huh?"

How dare she call me a defeated dog?

I myself─ a mere byproduct of a short-lived amusement.

The annex of Princess Lerial, located on the outskirts of the palace grounds.

The blonde girl gathered all the letters that had come to me today and counted them with sharp eyes.

...A total of 116.

"Ugh..."

I'm hosting a social gathering tomorrow, but very few nobles have responded to the invitations.

──It seems it's time to stand on my own. I can't keep hiding behind Father's back forever, right?

Upon hearing such words from Mother, I decided to personally organize the social gathering with the mindset of "What else is there for me to lose?"

However, there are hardly any influential figures who can establish my authority as a princess. Sadly, most of them are viscounts or barons who don't even own their own territories.

"..."

Of course, the situation wasn't entirely bleak.

The Plain family, who was the first to accept the invitation, was truly an unexpected ally.

...The problem is that they're the only one I can rely on.

"Not enough, not enough!"

It seems one Plain family alone is a bit insufficient.

Although it sounds greedy, it would be great if at least two or three more prominent families of equal standing as the Plains could participate!

"...Is Lord Rhaeos not coming?"

The person Lerial had placed her hopes on was none other than Duke Roengreen, who was ironically known as the demon of the north.

Long ago, when I was just a four-year-old child, he was the one who treated me kindly as if I were his own daughter.

But...

"He's not here, no matter how hard I look!"

Even though he may dislike social gatherings, I thought he would gladly come if I personally sent him a letter.

"Sigh..."

If only I had received a reply stating that he couldn't attend, I wouldn't feel this heartache.

We used to get along so well.

He even mentioned wanting to secretly take me and raise me as his own daughter.

But in the end, it seems I was the only one who truly meant it.

Even when I visited his territory last time, he refused to meet me, saying he didn't want to see me...

"Hmph, you don't have to come. It'll be fine without you, it'll turn out well─"

With a bitter smile, Lerial collapsed onto her bed.

The yellow sunlight seeping through the window seemed to soothe her weary mind, which had been clouded for several days.

"At least it won't rain tomorrow."
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