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Instead of causing chaos with knowledge of the original work, I assisted the protagonist.

I safely completed the story and was planning to retire and live quietly.

But it seems the protagonist still needs my help.


Ch.0 - Prologue
I transmigrated into a supporting character in a traditional fantasy novel.

It was one of those stories where the hero and his companions overcome countless hardships and eventually defeat the Demon King to restore peace to the world.

In most transmigration stories, people who end up as supporting characters use their knowledge of the original work to cause chaos. They steal the protagonist's opportunities, take away the heroine, and basically hog the spotlight until the end.

All while making ridiculous claims like "I just wanted to live quietly."

But that's just trash behavior.

I couldn't bring myself to twist and tarnish a completed original work.

Besides, the protagonist following the original path was beneficial for me too.

My greatest weapon was knowing the original story's orthodox route. Actively changing it would be tantamount to suicide.

It was far better to let the original protagonist kill the Demon King normally and live quietly in the peaceful world that followed, rather than trying to become the protagonist myself.

So I helped. I fought alongside the protagonist and his companions, risking my life.

"You were right again, Dian."
"Mr. Dian, are you perhaps a prophet?"
"I don't even want to think about what would have happened without Dian."

The protagonist and his companions trusted me, and I trusted them too.

That's how we finally reached the Demon King.

"Dian. Thank you for everything so far."

The protagonist spoke with a determined expression as we faced the Demon King.

"If I die here, please make sure Celine returns safely to her hometown..."
"Don't say strange things. Just do as I told you. Then everyone can survive. Do you trust me?"
"Yes. I trust you. If I can't trust you in this world, who else could I trust?"
"Good. Let's go then."

The battle was fierce with several dangerous moments, but just as in the original work, the Demon King was split in half and vanished.

We returned safely, and the continent regained peace.

Massive rewards, titles and territories, grand welcoming ceremonies. At the end of it all, I packed my bags and left the Imperial Castle alone.

"Dian! Dian!"

As I was crossing the drawbridge of the Imperial Castle in the warm spring evening breeze, I heard someone calling me from behind.

I turned to see the protagonist running toward me, out of breath.

"Dian! There you are!"
"What's this? How can the guest of honor leave in the middle of the welcome party?"
"I couldn't find you, so I came looking. But..."

The protagonist noticed the bag on my back and asked:

"What's that? Where are you going?"
"I'm leaving. I have nothing more to do here."
"Leaving...? What do you mean? And what do you mean you have nothing to do?"

I smiled at the confused protagonist and explained:

"The Demon King is dead, and there's nothing left for us to fight. So I have nothing to do. Of course, you and the others will be extremely busy from now on."
"You're talking like it's someone else's business. Didn't the Emperor offer you a position too, Dian? Surely you're not refusing?"
"Yes, I am. I'm not suited for intellectual work. And being tied down to one place feels suffocating. So I'm leaving."

The protagonist then asked with a serious look:

"Is this also a decision made by foreseeing the future?"
"Hahaha! It's nothing like that. I keep telling you I don't have prophetic abilities. I just want to live quietly by myself now."
"Live quietly? But you..."
"That's why I returned the title and territory. I don't want to be bound by noble obligations."
"Ah..."

The protagonist seemed at a loss for words and just stared at me for a while.

"I see..."

After a moment, he nodded slowly with a somewhat subdued voice.

"If that's what you say, then it must be so. You've never been wrong before."
"I've been wrong many times. Well, anyway... this is goodbye. Thank you for everything, and be happy."

I patted the protagonist's shoulder and turned to leave.

"Dian!"

I hadn't taken more than a few steps when the protagonist called out to stop me.

When I turned back, he wore that serious yet innocent expression he always had.

"If someday I need your help again..."

The hesitant protagonist continued:

"Will you help me, just as you've always done?"

After looking at the protagonist for a moment, I smiled and answered:

"Of course."

Originally, I helped to guide the story according to the original work, but now the protagonist is my closest friend.

The protagonist's face brightened at my answer.

"Thank you, Dian! For everything until now, and for the future!"

I waved to the teary-eyed protagonist as I crossed the drawbridge.

Everything followed the original story. The Demon King was defeated, and peace returned to the continent.

I don't know the story after the ending either. So I can't be of any more help.

Now I'll live quietly with what I received as rewards for defeating the Demon King.

This could be called the best ending befitting a transmigrated supporting character.

# # # # #

Ten years later.

"Dian. Could you help me?"
"Ah, this is a bit..."

Ch.1 - Can You Help Me? (1)
"Dian! Are you here, Dian?!"

The restaurant door burst open as a girl rushed in.

"Olicia? What's wrong?"

I was just about to pick up my fork when I turned around, and Olicia grabbed my arm without explanation.

"The Ferencino people are coming here right now!"
"Ferencino? I thought I taught them a lesson before?"
"This time the Guild Master came personally! He says he's going to get revenge on you...!"

Revenge? What a joke.

"Alright, let's go. First, let me free my arm."

I removed Olicia's hand from my arm and left the restaurant.

Outside, various noises reached my ears.

The sound of things breaking, cursing, screams, and hurried footsteps. Things that didn't quite fit the peaceful port city.

Beyond the low rooftops, I could see colorful yellow and black flags fluttering on impossibly tall masts. The merchant ships of the Ferencino Guild.

Against the backdrop of those imposing masts and flags, I saw about a hundred people walking in my direction. They all wore yellow and black uniforms matching their flags and carried weapons.

Let's see. The ones with clubs are guild employees, and that man with the sword at the front must be the Guild Master.

"Olicia. Go home now. Oh, she's already gone."

I smiled as I watched Olicia already escaping through the alleyway. Meanwhile, the Ferencino Guild members kept approaching.

I stood in the middle of the road with my hands on my hips, and when they spotted me, their pace gradually slowed.

"Guild Master! That's him!"

One guild member pointed at me. Judging by the splint on his leg, he must be the one I dealt with last time.

The Ferencino Guild is a trading group operating around Brunswell, but "trading" is half piracy in practice.

In this world, anyone who sails—navy or merchant—becomes a pirate when necessary, so it's not that strange. Plus, as is typical for men doing hard, grueling ship work, most are ex-convicts or thugs, giving the guild its notorious reputation.

Some time ago, when their docked crew caused trouble at my regular restaurant and refused to pay, I taught them a lesson. Now they've come in a mob.

"Are you the one who messed with our men?!"

The Guild Master drew his sword, pointing it at me with a shrill voice.

"How dare a waterfront bum like you touch members of the great Ferencino—"
"Sorry to interrupt you."

I raised my hand, cutting off the Guild Master's words.

"I was in the middle of eating, so I'd like to finish this quickly. You came for revenge, right? Then hurry up with your business and leave."
"Y-you crazy bastard!" "Kill him!"

I sighed as I watched the guild members charge at me with battle cries.

'I just wanted to live quietly,' I thought. I had actively helped the protagonist complete his ending to avoid causing trouble.

And now I really wanted to live quietly, but occasionally noisy incidents like this still happen.

# # # # #

"Move quickly, hurry!"

With clanging bells, the city guard rushed out urgently. They had received reports that armed sailors from the Ferencino merchant ships docked at the pier had disembarked and headed into the city center.

The atmosphere was particularly tense because these men already had a bad reputation and had been involved in a major fight at a restaurant in the city recently.

"Damn it! Why today of all days! We have an important visitor coming from the Empire!"

The guard captain gritted his teeth as he led his subordinates to the scene.

"What in the world...?"

But when the guards arrived, they could only stare at the scene before them.

Numerous people lay groaning in the narrow street. Judging by their uniforms, they were definitely Ferencino Guild members.

"Ugh... help me..."

A man with an ornate scabbard at his waist reached out with trembling hands when he saw the guards.

"What happened here?"
"Monster... there's a monster...!"
"A monster?"
"Save me! I don't want to die!"

The man grabbed a guard's arm and shouted.

"I'm sorry! Please forgive me!"

The guards exchanged bewildered glances.

# # # # #

"Welcome back, Dian!"

Olicia came running to greet me as I opened the door to my house.

"How did it go?" "I taught them a lesson they won't forget."

"You must be tired. I'll bring you something cool to drink." "Sounds good."

I walked out to the terrace and lay down on the sunbed.

The sea breeze from the hill below carried the bustling, peaceful sounds of the harbor. Beyond that stretched the sea, sparkling like a carpet of jewels, extending endlessly below.

This is the port city of Brunswell, where I settled after leaving the Imperial Castle.

After parting with the protagonist, I stayed at an inn in the capital for a while, contemplating where to go.

I hadn't accepted any title or territory, so I wasn't obligated to stay in one place, but I didn't particularly want a wandering life either. I wanted to enjoy my remaining days leisurely in a quiet, peaceful place—but where?

This place was too underdeveloped, that place had frequent wars, and another was too close to the Imperial Castle. After studying the map for a long time, I found a suitable place.

The small neutral port city of Brunswell in the southeastern part of the continent.

No worries about war, beautiful natural scenery, reasonably developed, and nobody who knew me. This would be perfect.

And so I left the capital and came to Brunswell, where I'm now in my tenth year. I bought a small house on the hill and have been living comfortably ever since.

This is much better than causing all sorts of trouble while muttering 'I just wanted to live quietly,' bringing down the protagonist, and making a scene.

The protagonist and his companions seem to be living quite difficult lives. I don't mean that in a bad way—they each have positions in the Empire that keep them incredibly busy.

The protagonist became the Captain of the Imperial Guard, and the priest became the Secretary General of the Order. Both prestigious positions, but equally demanding.

The mage went to some high position in the Magic Federation, though I don't know the exact title.

In the protagonist's case, the position of Captain of the Guard is somewhat disappointing, but there are political reasons for it.

"The Imperial Castle protected by the Hero of the Continent." How impressive does that sound? Perfect for foreign propaganda. They'll probably keep him there for a few years for show, then promote him to a higher position.

So in the end, I'm the only one who's really made out well. Living in this warm, peaceful place without a care in the world.

"Here's a cool drink, Dian!"

Olicia handed me a lemonade and sat down on the sunbed next to mine, looking out at the sea.

"Look over there, Dian. An enormous ship is coming in."

I turned my gaze to where Olicia was pointing and indeed saw a huge ship slowly creating ripples as it entered the harbor.

From its shape and style, it looked like an Imperial warship, but what was it doing here alone?

It must be here on some business. Not my concern.

"Olicia. What's for dinner tonight?"
"What would you like to eat?"
"Let's see. I'm tired of fish. Should we grill some meat?"
"Then I'll go to the market to buy some. I should also check if we have charcoal left."

Just as Olicia was getting up, the Imperial ship docked at the pier. At the same time, fanfare could be heard. Ba-ba-bam-bam! Ba-ba-bam-bam!

Seeing such a grand welcome in a neutral port, whoever arrived must be someone very important.

"Could it be the Emperor?"

I chuckled at Olicia's words and shook my head.

"If it were the Emperor, it wouldn't end with just that. Besides, the Emperor isn't leisurely enough to come here on a single ship."
"Hmm, then who could it be... Anyway, I'll go buy the meat!"
"And stop by that bakery on your way back for some snacks." "Yes!"

Even as Olicia left the house and went down the hill, the fanfare continued. It must really be someone important.

# # # # #

While I was dozing in the warm sunlight, I heard the sound of hurried footsteps.

Along with that came the rustling of paper bags—Olicia must be back with the meat.

But why was she running so urgently? Did she need to use the bathroom?

Behind Olicia's footsteps, I could hear several other, completely different sets of footsteps following.

Not ordinary shoes, but combat boots with metal plates. There was also the sound of scabbards clanking and leather armor joints creaking.

Could it be remnants of the Ferencino Guild? But the sounds were completely different from their usual equipment.

I opened my eyes and got up from the sunbed to see Olicia running up the hill below.

"Dian! Dian!"

And shortly after, a group of swordsmen emerged from between the buildings.

They wore light leather breastplates and casual uniforms, but the scabbards at their waists identified them as knights of the Imperial Guard. Were they the ones who had been welcomed with fanfare at the harbor earlier?

But why were they here? This hill path led nowhere except to our house. Were they coming here?

As I was puzzling over this, I soon understood the situation.

"Dian!"

The protagonist, standing at the front of the knights, waved at me with a bright smile.

Ch.2 - Can You Help Me? (2)
"Linus...?"
"Dian! It's been so long!"
"Linus!"

More than wondering why the protagonist had come here, I was overcome with joy. I leaped over the fence in one bound and ran toward him.

When I suddenly rushed forward, the startled knights moved to block me, positioning themselves protectively in front of Linus.

I hadn't expected the knights to intervene and couldn't slow down in time, colliding with them.

"Argh!" "Guhk!"

The knights who crashed into my unarmored body tumbled to the ground with a loud clatter.

"Oh my, I'm sorry. It's troublesome when you jump in so suddenly."
"Even after ten years, you haven't changed a bit, Dian."

Linus gave an awkward smile as he looked down at the knights who were groaning and squirming. He helped the fallen knights to their feet and asked me:

"What brings you here anyway? Without any notice?"
"I came because I missed you. I brought a gift too."

Linus pulled out a bottle from inside his coat. With its slender, streamlined shape and peculiar red color that shimmered in the warm sunlight, it was...

"Whoa!? Is that Armand Brignac!?"
"I knew you'd like it."
"Let's go inside, quickly."

I led Linus and the knights into my house. Olicia was already waiting with the door open.

"Why don't you take off your armor? It's much hotter here than in the imperial capital."

When I asked the knights entering the small garden, they shook their heads.

"The Imperial Guard does not remove armor in unfamiliar locations."
"This isn't the imperial castle, so I don't see the problem..."

I looked back at Linus, who smiled and said to the knights:

"Remove your armor. I promise not to tell the Captain of the Guard."

After some hesitation, the knights finally began removing their stifling leather breastplates.

"Olicia. Give these people some lemonade. And this person too."
"Yes, Master Dian!"

I had the knights sit on the sofa in the living room while Linus and I went out to the terrace.

"You really live in a wonderful place."

Linus spoke enthusiastically as he looked at the view of the city and ocean below the terrace.

"The sea, seagulls, sailing ships, the market. It's full of romance. I'm truly envious, Dian."
"I'm quite satisfied with it. Now do you understand why I left the imperial castle that night?"
"Only now, after ten years, do I understand your grand vision. You must have the ability to see the future."

I burst out laughing as I turned the Armand Brignac bottle in my hands.

"I don't have such abilities. If I did, I would have known you were coming."
"Anyway... it's really good to see you, Dian. I've always wondered what you were doing and missed you."
"Well, I'm just living day by day. Unlike you who's always busy. By the way..."

I set the Armand Brignac down on the side table and asked:

"Are you no longer the Captain of the Guard? I heard something earlier about the Captain of the Guard that made it sound like your position had changed."
"I recently moved to a different position. It's not right to block others' promotion paths by sitting too long in the Captain of the Guard position, which is a key stepping stone. It was just a symbolic position anyway."
"The Hero of the Continent protecting the imperial castle! Something like that. Well... they wouldn't have someone of your caliber just serving as Captain of the Guard. So what are you doing now?"

Just then, Olicia arrived with two glasses of lemonade for us.

"Put this wine in the kitchen cabinet to keep it cool. It's extremely expensive, so be careful."
"How expensive is it?"
"Ten bottles of this could buy one of those imperial warships we saw earlier."
"Eek?!"

Startled, Olicia carefully wrapped both arms around the Armand Brignac and trembled as she carried it to the kitchen. Linus smiled at the sight and asked:

"Is she your maid? She seems quite young for a maid."
"I bought her from a slave ship that stopped here. She's a war orphan who was tricked onto the ship with promises of safe passage to a peaceful kingdom, but the captain sold everyone to slave traders."
"What a sad story. You made a good decision, Dian."

Linus nodded, took a sip of lemonade, and smacked his lips, saying it was refreshing and delicious.

"So, how did you find out I was here?"
"Ah, that. Recently, the imperial intelligence department obtained information related to the Ferencino Guild. As soon as I heard it, I knew it was you."
"The intelligence department knows about such trivial matters?"
"Trivial? How can a man single-handedly taking down thirty members of a local gang be considered trivial?"

As he said this, Linus chuckled softly, his shoulders shaking with amusement.

"Dian, didn't you leave the imperial castle because you wanted to live quietly?"
"I did. But not everything in life goes according to plan."
"True enough. Still, thanks to your incident, I was able to find your whereabouts, so it worked out well."

Linus smiled brightly again. Even after ten years, his uniquely benevolent aura remained unchanged.

Linus.

The one and only Hero, called the salvation of the continent and the scourge of the demon race. He's the original protagonist of this fantasy novel I've transmigrated into.

With his blonde hair, blue eyes, tall stature, and well-built muscular physique, he could easily rival any noble's son in appearance.

At first glance, he might seem arrogant and haughty, but Linus is nothing of the sort.

He was born to serf parents in a small, obscure territory in a remote corner of the empire. From childhood, he worked the fields with his parents, but when war broke out, he abandoned everything and enlisted.

His reason was that he couldn't bear to continue farming in peace after hearing about the horrors of war. Even knowing Linus's personality, when I first heard this story directly from him, I thought he was insane.

Later, fighting alongside him in the same unit, I became certain: this guy is crazy.

Linus has a humble and righteous character. He always wears a gentle smile, and his eyes radiate pure goodness.

He can't stand injustice and will charge headlong into danger if he believes it's the right thing to do, regardless of personal risk. He's the perfect example of someone worthy of the title "Hero."

And that's the problem.

Linus serving as a low-ranking soldier in the legion is part of the original story's background. The prologue of the original work begins with Linus being promoted to officer after surviving numerous battlefields by the skin of his teeth and being recognized for his achievements.

This means he needs to stay alive for several more years just to reach the starting point of the story. But his excessive passion and sense of justice nearly got him killed more times than I can count.

For example, when our unit was annihilated and only the two of us broke through the encirclement in the worst possible situation, Linus suddenly decided to rush into battle to save a civilian village under attack.

If I hadn't helped him then, they probably wouldn't have even found his body. If he's not crazy, then who is?

Through countless brushes with death, I somehow managed to keep Linus alive and intact until the prologue's timeline.

Later, we were both promoted, and eventually assigned to the special task force—the Hero's Party—tasked with attacking the Demon King's stronghold. After that, things followed the original story.

So to me, Linus is both the protagonist of the original work whom I need to support and an irreplaceable comrade with whom I've shared life-and-death experiences.

"By the way, Dian. Let's have dinner together tonight. I'll treat you at the best restaurant in town."
"Sounds good. But let's eat at my place instead of a restaurant. I was planning to grill some meat for dinner anyway. How long will you be staying? If it's for a while, I can prepare a room."
"No, that won't be necessary."

Linus shook his head.

"I need to return to the capital at dawn tomorrow. I'll sleep on the ship."
"You must be incredibly busy. Can't be helped, I suppose. It wouldn't make sense for the savior of the continent to live like an idle good-for-nothing."
"Hearing that from you makes me feel quite embarrassed. Then we'll have dinner here."

When I asked Olicia to buy more meat and other ingredients, Linus sent a few knights to accompany her.

# # # # #

As the sun began to set, we grilled meat on the spacious terrace overlooking the sea.

While Olicia and the knights ate at one table, we sat at another, reminiscing about the past. Stories from our days as low-ranking soldiers, our later assignment to the special task force that would become known as the Hero's Party, infiltrating the Demon King's castle with Celine and the other party members, and more.

Our conversation showed no signs of ending even as the sun completely set and stars began twinkling in the eastern sky over the sea.

After emptying the bottle of Armand Brignac and becoming pleasantly tipsy, I asked Linus:

"Linus. Why did you really come here?"
"I told you. I came because I missed you."
"Linus, you know..."

I pointed a finger at him.

"You're a simple man. You have absolutely no talent for hiding things or deceiving people."

Linus tilted his glass and gave a faint smile at my words.

"So tell me quickly. Why did you come?"
"Haha. You're as perceptive as ever."

Linus looked at the flickering harbor lights below the hill and said:

"Do you remember the day we parted ten years ago? Your promise to help me if I ever needed it?"
"I remember. So, you need my help?"
"Yes, Dian. I have a task that I can only entrust to you."
"What is it? Don't tell me the Demon King has been resurrected again?"
"It's an even more difficult task than that."

More difficult than killing the Demon King? Is there such a thing in this world?

"Have you heard of the Imperial Special Mission Academy?"
"No. What is it?"
"It's a recently established institution in the empire that trains experts in domestic and foreign intelligence gathering, among other things."
"A spy school?"
"Haha. To some extent, yes. But not everyone there does that kind of work. Simply put, it's a place that creates all-purpose imperial officials."
"And? You're not asking me to teach children there, are you?"

Linus didn't answer.

"...You're serious?"
"Dian."

Linus set down his glass and looked me straight in the eye with the most serious expression.

"I want you to become the Principal of the Imperial Special Mission Academy."

Ch.3 - Can You Help Me? (3)
I looked at Linus for a moment before bursting into laughter.

"Are you joking? You want me to teach kids?"

But Linus wasn't laughing.

"I'm not joking, Dian."

In truth, I already knew Linus wasn't joking. That guy never wastes time on frivolous things like jokes.

He really had come all the way from the Imperial capital to offer me the position of Academy Principal. If he'd simply wanted to see me, he wouldn't have brought an Imperial warship with Knights of the Imperial Guard.

But I'm declining.

"Sorry, but I don't think that's going to work."
"No need for modesty, Dian. You're more than qualified to be Principal."
"No, I'm not being modest. I really can't help you with this."

Linus asked with a somewhat bewildered expression.

"May I ask why?"
"You know me. I can't sit in one place pushing a pen. And a position with such heavy responsibilities is too much pressure."
"You wouldn't be doing it alone. Many capable professors and administrative staff would assist you. You'd just need to pass on our experience and know-how from the old days."
"That's still not it. We're talking about being a 'Principal.' It comes with authority and responsibility, and everything hinges on my decisions. I don't want that."

As I continued to refuse, Linus let out a soft sigh.

"The current Principal has thoroughly fallen out of favor with the Imperial Castle. They're trying to find a replacement to oust him. But despite vetting countless candidates, none have met our standards. You're the only one who can do this."

Still, I can't. Why did I refuse titles and territory, taking only money and coming all the way to this neutral port? Wasn't it to live quietly without complications?

If he'd asked me to kill the Demon King again if he were to resurrect, I would have agreed without hesitation. But Principal? This is something I should refuse.

"I'm sorry, Linus."

After a moment of silence, Linus spoke.

"Actually... the Imperial Castle wanted to make me the Principal."
"What? Are you trying to pass the buck to me?"
"No, it's just that I'm planning to retire soon... and the Imperial Castle is telling me to find a suitable replacement if that's the case."
"Retire? Are you settling down somewhere quiet too?"
"I wish. Actually, we're having a baby next month. I want to focus on raising the child."
"What...? A baby? Raising a child...?"

Caught off guard by this unexpected news, I asked stupidly.

"You... got married?"
"Yes. To Celine."
"W-what?! Really?!"

Celine was the hunter in the Hero's Party who had maintained a subtle chemistry with Linus throughout our journey.

Before the battle with the Demon King, Linus had even left a last request that if he died, I should safely escort Celine back to her hometown.

They were both so awkward that I'd wondered when they would ever confess and start dating. So they finally got married. This is truly wonderful news.

"Congratulations, you bastard! You finally got married!"

I slapped his shoulder repeatedly, and a pleased smile spread across Linus's face.

"Who confessed first? Hm? It must have been Celine, right? She was always more proactive than you. Is it a boy or a girl? Wait... hold on..."

As I was excitedly rambling, a thought suddenly occurred to me.

"You said the baby is due next month...?"

Celine lost her left leg in the battle against the Demon King. With such a condition, she couldn't care for a baby alone.

"Yes, Dian. That's why. You understand why I want to quit, right?"
"If that's the case, couldn't you hire a nanny?"
"My work at the Imperial Castle keeps me extremely busy. I often leave at dawn and return at dawn, Dian..."

Linus continued in a subdued voice.

"Until now, I've enjoyed my work thinking it was for the continent's sake, but after getting married and having a child on the way, my feelings have changed... As you said, I could hire a nanny or find other ways to care for the child in Celine's stead. But that's not how I want to build a family. What's the point if I only see my family sleeping when I leave and when I return?"

Having lived a life full of self-sacrifice and good intentions, he's now confused when faced with something he truly needs to sacrifice for.

It reminds me of my previous life. When I was in the military, a high-ranking officer once said: "When I go on leave, my child is walking. When I go on leave again, my child is talking. When I go on leave next, my child is entering elementary school. At first, the child cried when seeing me, later called me 'the man who comes home once a month,' and only now calls me 'dad.'"

Working for your family but growing increasingly distant from them. As Linus said, what's the point?

Especially in Linus's case, he has the means to live comfortably even if he quits his job right now, so naturally he wants to be devoted to his family. His service to the Imperial Castle after killing the Demon King was to establish peace in the post-war era, not for livelihood.

"I understand your situation completely. A nanny isn't a fundamental solution. I get it."
"I'm sorry, Dian. Coming to see you after ten years only to make such a difficult request."
"No, hearing the good news about you and Celine somewhat offsets it. You said you're leaving at dawn tomorrow? I'll think about it and give you an answer."
"Alright, Dian. Again, I'm sorry."

# # # # #

After Linus and the knights returned to their ship, I lay on a terrace sunbed to sort through the situation.

My two close friends finally got married and are having a baby next month.

Because of Celine's physical condition, Linus wants to retire and focus on childcare, but the Imperial Castle is insisting he either become Principal or find a suitable replacement before leaving.

In this difficult situation, Linus tracked me down after my recent incident with Ferencino.

Sure, they could hire a nanny, but Linus feels there's no meaning in building a family if a nanny raises the child while he remains tied to the Imperial Castle. I completely agree with that.

So let me weigh two options:

Breaking from the original story to hoard money and live in seclusion in a port city vs. going to the Academy to work for the sake of my friends who shared life-and-death experiences with me

The latter, obviously. If my dear friends Linus and Celine are in trouble and I can help them, I'll do anything.

Besides, embarrassingly enough, after ten years of doing nothing but playing around, my body feels restless.

A long-distance trip to help a friend in this situation? Not bad at all.

But still, Principal is too high a position. I don't want to sit in such a burdensome seat. There must be a better solution.

"Master Dian, what are you doing?"
"Come sit here for a moment."

As Olicia came out to the terrace, I had her sit on the adjacent sunbed and explained the choices I was facing. Olicia is clever; she might think of a good solution.

After listening to my story, Olicia thoughtfully rubbed her chin, then snapped her fingers.

"I've thought of an excellent solution! A way for you to help your friend's family without taking on too much responsibility. Of course, this would require approval from the high officials of the Empire."

Olicia leaned in and whispered her idea into my ear. Oh, this is actually good!

# # # # #

As dawn slowly broke, Linus leaned against the foggy deck railing, gazing at the dock.

Would Dian come? Probably. Dian was the friend Linus trusted most.

It felt shameless to make such a difficult request after meeting for the first time in ten years, but Linus had no choice.

He had worried about how Dian was living after leaving the Imperial Castle, even fearing he might have died somewhere, but there was no way to find him. Dian had completely disappeared after that day, and though letters occasionally arrived, it was impossible to trace their origin.

Dian used to tell Linus: he was the protagonist of this world, and there was no place for him in the peaceful era after the war.

Was that what the past ten years of disappearance were about? He wasn't sure. But regardless, Dian would help him.

From their days as low-ranking soldiers to killing the Demon King, Dian had always helped Linus. Even ten years ago, he had promised to help whenever needed.

"You're a new recruit too? Nice to meet you. Let's get along."

When Linus was first deployed to the battlefield, Dian, who had enlisted around the same time, approached him first.

With his unkempt brown hair and lively eyes, Dian was quite different from Linus.

Unlike Linus, who couldn't stand injustice and was honest, Dian was, well, unruly.

He would sneak away to rest while watching out for commanders, use various tricks to get extra rations, or steal new supplies from the warehouse.

Linus didn't particularly like such people—those who always looked for the easy way and felt no shame about their immorality.

So he initially avoided Dian, but how easy could that be in a platoon of just thirty men? Linus inevitably kept getting entangled with Dian.

"Hey, Linus. Come here. Let's eat this together."
"Where did you get that? Did you steal it from the supply warehouse again?"
"Stop nagging. This is what that bastard platoon leader was hiding in his tent. It should have been given to the soldiers in the first place."
"Still, this is problematic..."

"Hey, Linus. Let's not bother setting up the tent and sleep in those bushes over there. They look comfortable."
"We can't leave the camp, Dian. And how do you plan to skip roll call?"
"The assistant platoon leader is on duty today. He does roll call sloppily and sleeps all night. Come on, let's go."
"Are you sure this is okay...?"

Dian always looked after Linus, who had no close comrades due to his inflexible personality and peasant background. And once they became friends, Dian turned out to have some good qualities.

Surprisingly, Dian had a natural talent for combat and saved Linus from death several times.

"Hey, Linus. Just my personal opinion, but we should move this way. I think that's what we need to do."
"But the platoon leader ordered us to charge. That's insubordination. Insubordination means execution."
"Don't be stupid. If we charge in this situation, we'll die like dogs. You don't want to die from a foolish order before achieving your goals, do you?"
"That's true..."

"Hey, Linus. Let's take that one down."
"That's absurd! That's an ogre! We should wait for backup!"
"If you listen to me, we can handle it just fine. Let's take its head and get a medal."
"Dian! Dian! Come back! Damn it! I'm coming with you!"

With Dian's help, Linus crossed countless dangerous situations and eventually both were recognized for their achievements and promoted to officers together.

Even when they were selected for the special task force to infiltrate the Demon King's castle, Dian was always by his side. And during the battle with the Demon King...

"Hey, Linus."

Through the fog at the dock, Dian and his maid Olicia appeared. Both were carrying large travel bags.

"Dian! You came!"

Linus jumped over the railing and landed in front of Dian.

"I knew you'd come! Have you made your decision?"
"I've decided not to be the Principal."

Linus's face hardened at this unexpected answer. Hadn't he accepted the offer and come here? Then why the travel bags?
Looking at the confused Linus, Dian continued.

"I won't be Principal. But I'm quite willing to be a professor at the Academy."
"A professor?"
"Becoming Principal means taking responsibility for all those headaches. But being a professor is different. And what the Imperial Castle wants is for me to use my know-how to educate the Academy students, right? Not administration. As you know, I'm not diligent enough to be a Principal."
"That's true."

Linus thought carefully about Dian's new proposal. The conclusion: not bad.

The Imperial Castle had set their sights on Linus and rejected all the candidates he recommended, but Dian would be different.

Dian had exceptional talent in combat and extensive field experience. Even if not as Principal, a professor position would be a good compromise.

"If you... if you would do that for me..."

As Linus opened his mouth to speak, tears suddenly welled up, and he had to clench his teeth.

He couldn't even send a letter of concern because he didn't know Dian's whereabouts. After ten years, he made an unreasonable request out of the blue, and yet Dian...

Celine. Once again, we're receiving help from Dian. Indeed, Dian remains my most trusted friend and ally.

# # # # #

"If you... if you would do that for me..."

As Linus's eyes welled up with tears, I couldn't help but let out a laugh of disbelief.

"Alright. Now that it's decided, let's go right away. Is it okay if I bring her along? I don't feel right leaving her behind."
"Of course. Come aboard."

Linus led the way, guiding us onto the ship.

"By the way, it seems your friend knows all about your slacker tendencies, Master Dian."
"Be quiet, Olicia. It's called being flexible."

I chided her as we crossed the gangplank onto the ship.

"Set sail! Everyone to your positions!"

With the captain's shout, the crew moved in unison, unfurling the sails and untying the ropes.

Standing at the bow of the slowly moving ship, I gazed at the sea and thought.

I helped Linus because I didn't want to cause trouble by 'trying to live quietly,' and I reached the ending. And now, when I really was trying to live quietly, the protagonist came seeking my help again after ten years.

What can I do? I have to help. I promised to help him ten years ago, and Linus and Celine are truly precious friends to me.

From now on, my newest goal is to become an Academy professor and ensure the original protagonist Linus and his wife can focus on raising their child.

An Academy professor, huh... I can handle that. How hard could it be?

Ch.4 - The New Professor is a Madman (1)
"Wow! Mr. Dian! Look at that!"

Olicia leaned over the ship's railing, shouting excitedly.

A magnificent city appeared in the direction the vessel was powerfully cutting through the waves.

Tall, sturdy walls lined the coastal cliffs. Above them stood formidable fortresses flying numerous flags.

The harbor district was packed with buildings of various colored roofs, with ships of all sizes coming and going.

Along the extended docks on both sides, vessels from all nations were moored, displaying their grandeur while sailors and merchants busily loaded and unloaded cargo.

Coastal patrol ships in the harbor stopped suspicious vessels, and in the commotion, a few men fell overboard during scuffles.

The city seemed like a massive living organism, moving and breathing on its own. No traces remained of the war's devastation inflicted by the Demon King's army.

Kalvasar, the great imperial capital. The origin of all continental culture, technology, and trends. The place I abandoned everything and left ten years ago.

"I've never seen such a huge city before! My goodness! There are so many people!"
"Of course—it's the imperial capital. And this is just part of it. The inland portion is even larger."
"Eeeek?!"

Our ship entered a separate dock further inside from where civilian merchant vessels were moored.

It was the Imperial 3rd Fleet Headquarters, lined with massive warships that dwarfed the one we arrived on.
They say ten years can change mountains and rivers—I never imagined they'd rebuild the fleet so thoroughly after it was completely destroyed by the Demon King's army.

"The masts of those ships... they're taller than church spires..."

Olicia stared up at the masts of the battleships passing by on either side, her mouth agape.

"Let's disembark now, Dian. You too, Miss Olicia."

As we disembarked with Linus, a luxurious carriage drawn by four horses arrived and stopped before us. It appeared to be from the Imperial Castle.

"Wow, to think I'd ride in such a carriage..."

Olicia couldn't contain her amazement as she patted the plush cushions. Brunswell, where we had been, wasn't large enough to need carriages.

"By the way, Linus. I'm curious about something. Is there some issue with the Academy's Principal?"
"It's complicated. While his personal abilities are exceptional, he's been evaluated as somewhat lacking in management and supervision skills."
"So he's a pain in the ass?"
"Well..."
"Gasp! The Imperial Castle!"

Just as Linus was about to answer, Olicia suddenly let out something like a scream.

Looking out the window, we had already reached the drawbridge of the Imperial Castle. This was where Linus and I parted ways ten years ago. Strangely, not a single brick seems to have changed.

The carriage, apparently expected, passed through without inspection and stopped in front of the inner castle.

"Miss Olicia will go to a separate waiting room. Follow the coachman. Dian, you come this way."
"See you later, Mr. Dian."

After parting with Olicia, I followed Linus through the majestic main gate of the inner castle.

"Welcome, Lord Linus. We've been expecting you, Mr. Dian."

As soon as we entered, a neatly dressed servant approached and greeted us.

"The 2nd Princess is in her office. I'll escort you there."

The 2nd Princess? I expected to meet some minister related to this matter... Why would I suddenly need to meet the 2nd Princess? The Emperor I could understand, but where did she come from?

"Linus. Why do I need to see the 2nd Princess?"
"The 2nd Princess currently serves as the Imperial Security Director. Both the Intelligence Department and the Inspection Corps are under her command."
"Ah, I see. She's hoarding all the good stuff for herself."
"The Intelligence Department and Inspection Corps employ the most graduates from the Special Mission Academy, which is why the 2nd Princess is directly involved."

Wait a minute. Let me think. Who was the 2nd Princess again...?

During the war, the 2nd Princess was commanding a different front, so I never saw her face. I heard she was extremely capable, having turned around several unfavorable battles.

Most noble and royal-born generals repeatedly failed without notable achievements, so it makes sense that the 2nd Princess secured key positions after the war.

"Your Highness. Lord Linus and his friend Dian have arrived."

As we entered the grand office, a young woman rose from her chair to greet us.

"Welcome. You must be tired from your long journey."

Seeing the 2nd Princess's face for the first time, I was slightly surprised.

Her silvery gray hair wasn't surprising—it's characteristic of the royal family. Her considerable height could be attributed to individual variation.

What surprised me were her eyes.

The 2nd Princess's left eyelid was crushed shut, marked by a long scar running from her forehead to her jaw.

Despite this, the scar failed to diminish her overflowing elegance and beauty. With the relaxed smile at the corners of her mouth, the Princess almost seemed to be playfully winking.

I thought she was a commander, but was that wrong? How did she get such a severe injury?

"Why so surprised? Is it because of this eye?"

The Princess laughed softly, pointing to the scar that consumed half her face.

"I heard you were also part of the Special Task Force with Lord Linus. Surely you've seen limbs being severed and crushed as commonly as breathing?"
"Indeed, Your Highness. I was merely surprised to see such a high-ranking person bearing such a significant wound. Most others were busy sacrificing their subordinates while fleeing themselves."

The servant standing nearby looked like his eyes might pop out at my informal response, and Linus rubbed his brow with a slight sigh.

"Hahahahaha!"

The Princess, however, burst into hearty laughter, her throat visible.

"I like your frankness. Sit down."

As we sat on the sofa, the Princess leaned comfortably against the backrest and began speaking.

"So, Dian. Lord Linus recommended you, and I looked into your background a bit. Your record is quite impressive."
"I just ran around with Linus trying not to die, and luck was on my side."
"Is that so? You're not perhaps an avatar of Halla, the God of Battle?"
"If you're joking, then yes. If you're serious, then no."

The Princess seemed pleased with my answer and laughed again.

"I like you very much. Lord Linus, your judgment was quite appropriate. With such experience and boldness, he seems perfectly capable of running the Academy."
"You flatter me, Your Highness. However... there's something I must say."

As Linus cautiously spoke, the Princess gave him an inquiring look.

"Actually, Dian wishes to become a professor, not the Principal."

As the Princess silently waited for more, Linus carefully explained our earlier conversation.

Due to his temperament, Dian abandoned everything and suddenly left the Empire, living quietly in a peaceful port town for ten years. Therefore, he feels tremendous pressure about suddenly taking on the weighty position of Principal of the Imperial Special Mission Academy.

However, unable to coldly refuse his old comrade Linus's request, he proposed a compromise—becoming a professor instead of the Principal.

In Linus's personal opinion, while Dian possesses combat abilities surpassing anyone on the continent, he has never held a management position, so this arrangement would benefit the Empire in many ways.

It would be better to keep the current Principal in place and have Dian perform professorial duties while providing appropriate assistance and advice.

After listening attentively to Linus while sipping the drink brought by the servant, the Princess remained silent for a moment before speaking.

"Indeed, that's not a bad approach. However, I'd like to add one more thing."
"What would that be?"
"Why not make Dian a professor and you, Lord Linus, the Principal? Wouldn't that be an even better arrangement?"
"Your Highness, as I mentioned before..."
"Then I'll be taking my leave."

Before Linus could finish, I abruptly stood up from the sofa.

"I came here because I heard Linus was in a difficult position to serve as Principal and wanted to help. From what Your Highness says, there's no reason for me to be here."

The Princess looked at me and asked leisurely:

"Do you think you can leave here?"
"Do you think I can't?"

A cold silence descended upon the office.

"I apologize, Your Highness."

Linus, who had been quiet, spoke up.

"I'll escort Dian out."

Rising from his seat, Linus grabbed my arm and pulled me.

"Let's go, Dian. I'm sorry. I'll arrange a ship for your return home."
"No need. Since I'm already in the capital, I'll stay and sightsee for a few days. Just cover my inn expenses."
"Wait."

Just as we were about to exit, the Princess called us from behind. Looking back, she was still seated on the sofa.

"I accept that proposal."
"You'll need to specify exactly which proposal you're accepting."
"Keep the current Principal and make you, Dian, a professor. Lord Linus will return home as requested, but it's not retirement."

As I was about to object, the Princess raised a finger.

"It's parental leave until the child is old enough. The term is ten years. With full pay."
"Wow."

I couldn't help but exclaim in admiration. Ten years of paid leave? Is this for real?
That Princess, contrary to my initial impression, is unexpectedly cool and admirable.

"What do you think, Lord Linus? Of my terms?"
"Your generosity is beyond measure, Your Highness. Thank you."

Linus bowed deeply in gratitude.

"Good. Then Dian, go to the Academy immediately. Adapt to your professorial duties as soon as possible."
"Right now? Yes, understood."
"Lord Linus, we'll talk separately later."
"Understood, Your Highness."

After being forced by Linus to bow my head in respect, we headed toward the main gate where the carriage was waiting.

"Hey, Linus. What's with that woman?"
"Despite her manner of speaking, she's actually a very warm-hearted person. For my sake, try to improve your mood."
"Is that so? I'm not sure. But wait. Does this mean she's now my boss's boss's boss?"
"That's right."

Hmm, I can't tell if this is good or bad. But since Linus says she's a good person, I'll trust him for now.

"Dian. You'll have to go to the Academy alone. I have many tasks to complete before my leave begins, so I can't accompany you."

As Olicia and I boarded the carriage, Linus said with an apologetic expression.

"That's fine. I'm not a child. Give my regards to Celine. Invite us over soon."
"I will. Thank you so much, Dian. Once again, you've saved me."

After parting with Linus, we headed straight for this Special Mission Academy.

# # # # #

Standing by the office window, the 2nd Princess watched the carriage crossing the drawbridge.

Dian was his name, wasn't it? Being Linus's friend, she had some expectations, but she hadn't anticipated this level.

The Princess felt a chill run down her spine when she saw the look in Dian's eyes as he asked if she thought he couldn't leave the Imperial Castle—his complete lack of intimidation before an imperial princess.

While stationed at the front, she had heard rumors of individuals with unbelievable combat records, but she hadn't known their personalities and temperaments.

When Linus expressed his wish to retire to care for his child and recommended Dian, the Princess had already decided to grant Linus ten years of paid leave after reviewing Dian's background.

And when she heard that Dian wanted to be a professor rather than the Principal, she thought it was an excellent approach.

Dian's desire to help Linus care for his family outweighed his reluctance to join the Academy. That point could be well utilized.

She had deliberately provoked Dian simply because she was curious about the caliber of someone who was a friend of the Hero, but this had backfired spectacularly.

Perhaps this outcome was inevitable.

The Princess lowered her gaze to the document in her hand. It was Dian's military service record, marked with prominent "Top Secret" stamps at the top and bottom.

Initial Rank: Private / Final Rank: Lieutenant Colonel (Special Assignment) / Service Period: 3 years, 1 month
Honors (Commendations below Army Commander level omitted)
Bronze Medal of Valor: For capturing enemy prisoners with comrade team at Camel Pass Defense, contributing to allied operational assessment.
Bronze Medal of Valor: For eliminating enemy vanguard ogres with comrade team at Derbion District Battle.
Silver Medal of Valor: For disrupting rebel supply lines with comrade team at Kalias Plains.
Silver Medal of Valor: For eliminating numerous enemy infiltration teams attempting flanking attacks with comrade team at Rajoram Siege.
Gold Medal of Valor: For defending civilian village under enemy attack with comrade team.
Distinguished Service Medal: For eliminating enemy legion commander with comrade team at Black Swamp Battle.
Distinguished Service Medal: For eliminating enemy legion commander with comrade team at Orandir Battle.
Distinguished Service Medal: For scaling castle walls and opening gates with comrade team at Ivronik Castle Recapture.
Distinguished Service Medal: For eliminating enemy legion commander with comrade team at Pinlook Battle.
Distinguished Service Medal: For eliminating multiple enemy command staff with comrade team at Fensimian Battle.
Distinguished Service Medal: For eliminating enemy legion commander at Tiraelen Battle.
Imperial Supreme Medal of Valor: For delaying the dragon Hindrasta's movements with comrade team, ensuring allied retreat conditions.
Imperial Hero Award: For contributing to the Demon King's assassination.

Such an experienced new hire—the Principal would certainly be in a difficult position. Could he really hold onto his position with someone like this around?

The Princess returned to her desk with a soft laugh.

Ch.5 - The New Professor is a Madman (2)
"Wow, it's incredibly huge!"

Olicia exclaimed in admiration as we disembarked from the carriage upon arriving at the Imperial Special Mission Academy.

Just as Olicia said, the academy was truly enormous.

The main parade ground, where events and major training exercises were held, was about the size of several soccer fields combined. The main building and other primary structures surrounded this parade ground.

Behind these were various smaller facilities, comparable in scale to a small city. There was even a densely wooded hill within the grounds.

All of this was enclosed by solid walls about five meters high. Magic spells to prevent outside intrusion were likely cast upon them.

"Greetings, Sir Dian. I'll escort you to the Principal. Is this young lady your sister perhaps?"

The administrative director who came to greet us asked, looking at Olicia who had brown hair similar to mine.

"She's my maid."
"I see. Then we'll have your maid taken to the quarters to unpack."

The carriage carrying Olicia continued past us, while I followed the administrative director toward the main building.

"Principal, your successor has arrived."

Waiting for me in the office was... Huh? What's this?

Something dark slowly rose from behind a desk piled mountain-high with documents. A Dark Elf.

Ruby-red eyes and deep black hair. Chocolate-like smooth, dark skin. Except for the characteristically slender height and long ears, completely different from regular elves.

The moment I confirmed the Principal's race, I understood what Linus had meant. He had said the current Principal was extremely skilled individually but was considered inadequate in organizational management.

Dark Elves are a race born to be assassins, one might say. Their uniquely agile movements, extremely developed senses, and innate talent for using hidden weapons are unparalleled.

However, being an extremely small population that lives in dark forests, they face many limitations when it comes to working in high positions in civilized society.

How on earth did a Dark Elf end up in such a position?

And this Dark Elf is somewhat unusual.
Rather than pitch-black ebony skin, hers is a lighter chocolate tone, and why does her face look so innocent?

She's trying to glare fiercely right now, but compared to other Dark Elves who typically look snake-like, she appears almost as cute as a kitten.

"Hello, Principal. I'm Dian."

I greeted her, but the Dark Elf Principal just stood still, staring at me. Is there something about me she doesn't like?

"Hello?"

Still no response, just wide-eyed staring. What's wrong with her? As the Principal's silence lengthened, the administrative director cleared his throat.

"Principal, this is your successor. The one mentioned by the Imperial Castle."
"I know. I'm just... taking a close look at what kind of human he is."

Only then did the Dark Elf Principal mutter something while examining me up and down.

"Hello, Principal. My name is Dian."
"I'm Kirrin Nemara. But what did you do in the past? What experience do you have that made the Imperial Castle send you as Lord Linus's representative?"
"Didn't the Imperial Castle inform you? If not, then I won't say either."

According to Linus, when I left the Imperial Castle, they classified all my records as confidential. They had wanted to use me for propaganda, but since I fled, they were concerned about the negative public image.

So if the Imperial Castle didn't send the successor principal's resume, I had no reason to volunteer that information. Probably a measure to prevent disruption of the hierarchy by sending me as a professor, given my background.

"Your appearance is surprisingly normal though. When I heard someone was coming to replace the Hero of the Continent Lord Linus, I expected at least a troll or an orc, bare-chested with bushy chest hair, gnawing on deer leg bones like a barbarian."
"Actually, pale guys like me tend to survive longer on the battlefield. But..."

After thinking for a moment, I continued.

"When you say Nemara, is that the same Nemara Clan I know? The assassination team that infiltrated the Imperial Castle?"
"Yes. That Nemara."

I see. Now all the puzzle pieces fit together as to why a Dark Elf is sitting as the Academy Principal.

Originally, Dark Elves sided with the Demon King's army during the war. They were extremely troublesome as assassins, inflicting massive damage on our forces.

Then, just as Linus and I were promoted to captain after stopping the dragon Hindrasta, Dark Elves infiltrated the Imperial Castle.

Their objective was, of course, to assassinate the Emperor. But they failed, due to the betrayal of the Nemara Clan.

For reasons not exactly known, the Nemara Dark Elves, who weren't on good terms with the Demon King's army leadership, killed all the other infiltrating Dark Elves and surrendered with their clan.

The Emperor greatly honored the Nemara Clan for this, and as part of his gratitude, appointed a Dark Elf from the clan as the Academy Principal. After all, the Emperor's promises are sacred.

"It's an honor. This is my first time meeting someone from the Nemara Clan in person."
"Yes... And it will be the last..."
"Excuse me?"
"I'm being kicked out now and returning to the forest where my clan lives... And I'll never be able to come out to the human world again."

Suddenly, tears began welling up in the Principal's ruby eyes.

"Oh dear..."

The administrative director lamented in a voice barely audible to me upon seeing this.

"Um, you probably haven't received word from the Imperial Castle yet. Actually, I..."
"No, stop."

The Principal cut me off with a cold attitude after squeezing her eyes shut and reopening them.

"I don't want to hear it. It's obviously my dismissal notice. It's predictable."
"Actually, I'm not here as the Principal. I came as a professor."
"Of course that would be... Wait, WHAT?!" "What are you saying?!"

Both the administrative director and Principal Kirrin shouted simultaneously at my words.

"The Principal position was too burdensome for me. The 2nd Princess said so too. I mean, the Imperial Security Director. Your boss."
"I'm not getting kicked out?!"

As the Principal excitedly threw up her arms, various hidden weapons like daggers and garrotes spilled out from her sleeves and inside her clothes. Still a Dark Elf after all, I guess.

"Oh my goodness. No, don't touch them. They're dangerous objects."

The Principal crouched down and stopped me from helping, gathering the weapons herself.

"Sorry. I showed an unseemly side of myself."
"Haha... It's fine. So what should I do now?"
"As it happens, we have a vacant position. Talk to the administrative director."

At the Principal's words, the administrative director pulled my arm.

"This way, Sir Dian."

Once outside the office, the administrative director bowed to me apologetically.

"I'm sorry, Sir Dian. You must have been quite taken aback by the Principal."
"No, it's fine. There are all kinds of people in the world. But wasn't the Principal a bit too openly happy?"

The administrative director smiled faintly at my words.

"When she heard rumors that the Imperial Castle was considering the Hero of the Continent Lord Linus as her successor, she didn't eat or drink for days."
"Really? That much?"
"The Principal doesn't want to return to the Dark Elf forest."
"Why? Is she that ambitious for the position?"
"It's not that, there are complicated circumstances."

The administrative director briefly explained Kirrin Nemara's background to me.

Her father is the leader of the Nemara Clan. He was the one who betrayed and massacred the other Dark Elf clans during the Imperial Castle infiltration incident.

In return, the Emperor accepted the Nemara Clan's surrender and, as a reward for saving his life, the Nemara leader requested that his daughter Kirrin be appointed as Principal of this newly established Academy.

Given their history of defecting from the Demon King's army, there was naturally tremendous opposition, but the Emperor couldn't go back on his promise for the sake of his dignity, so Kirrin was brought in.

The Emperor probably never expected such an absurd request. He likely anticipated something like land or money.

"The Principal's father was overjoyed when she came here. He said it meant Dark Elves, who had been marginalized from mainstream society, were finally being recognized as members of civilized society."

It's like having a child from a rural village become a judge or prosecutor.

"Do you understand now? Why the Principal doesn't want to step down and return to the forest? It would disappoint her entire clan."

After hearing the administrative director's explanation, I could guess the Imperial Castle's situation.

Given the importance of the Imperial Special Mission Academy, the 2nd Princess, as Security Director, had been pondering how to remove the Dark Elf appointed by the Emperor's promise, and finally played the Linus card.

The calculation was that even an appointment by the Emperor couldn't stand against Linus, the continent's savior who slew the Demon King.

However, Linus was about to have a child with Celine and wanted to retire, so the 2nd Princess made the absurd proposal that she would let him retire if he found a suitable successor. As if anyone could replace Linus in this world.

And just then, as intelligence about my clash with the Ferencino people reached the intelligence department, Linus, who noticed it was me, came to ask for help.

Simply put, it's like the daughter of someone who greatly helped the chairman got a parachute appointment, and the chairman's son, the executive director, is trying to get rid of her. This situation is extremely, extremely complicated. I never imagined it would be this tangled.

"Anyway, it's fortunate in many ways that you came as a professor rather than Principal. The Principal can keep her position, and our Academy gains an excellent professor."
"So what will I be doing?"
"Please take the position of Head Professor of Combat. Given that you were considered for Principal by the Imperial Castle, your abilities must already be verified."
"Isn't there just a regular subject professor position? I don't want anything difficult."
"I'm sorry, but there are no vacancies for subject professors. The previous Head Professor of Combat just resigned, so that position is available."

Head Professor of Combat... It's a bit ambiguous, but still better than being Principal. I'm compromising at this level for Linus and Celine's sake.

"Why did the previous person resign?"

However, the administrative director didn't answer my question and just gave a meaningful smile.

"I'M SAVED!!"

Just as we started walking away, Principal Kirrin's scream-like cheer came from behind the closed door. She probably doesn't realize we're still standing in the hallway.
For a Dark Elf, that woman is incredibly clumsy.

Looking at the pile of documents earlier, it's clear that a high position doesn't necessarily mean an easy job.
Even in my previous life, the heads of organizations or CEOs who seemed to be having fun were actually incredibly busy. Work isn't just about sweating in the field or sitting in an office all day.
This is something you can never understand unless you've been in that position.

Given the size of this Academy, it would be strange if the Principal wasn't busy.
I'm really glad I didn't take the Principal position.

Ch.6 - The New Professor is a Madman (3)
A separate office for professors had been prepared on the second floor of the main building. A nameplate on the door read "Head Professor of Combat, Dian."

The office assigned to me was small and cozy. Since my predecessor had resigned and fled in the night, the furniture—chairs and desk—remained intact and ready for immediate use.

The academy promised to provide all kinds of stationery, but the problem was the bookshelf and display cabinet...

The empty bookshelf and cabinet standing against one wall of the office bothered me. Yet I didn't have any books to fill them or items to display, which was rather awkward. Ah, a good idea just came to mind.

"Mr. Dian! Are you really a professor here now?"

Olicia, who had come at my call, gave me a doubtful look as she unpacked items from her bag. She had brought a tea set with a teapot that we'd been using since Brunswell, along with some snacks.

"Shouldn't a proper professor have books and such things here?"
"I'm not exactly someone who got in by taking an exam, so it's fine. Besides, I'm teaching practical experience, not theory."
"Still, if you pile up all these random things in your office, the higher-ups might be displeased."
"Then I'll just quit."

Olicia looked at me with an expression of disbelief.

"I don't want to go back to that rural village."

Come to think of it, Olicia had always wanted to leave Brunswell. To be precise, it wasn't that she disliked Brunswell, but rather that she wanted to move to a more developed city.

Girls her age typically prefer glamorous shopping districts and well-groomed noble youths over drunken, uneducated sailors and the fishy sea breeze.

"Anyway, Mr. Dian, please stay here. Since things have turned out this way, do your best."
"Yes, yes. I got it. Now, brew me some tea. I need to attend a meeting."
"Drink it here before you go. Don't get scolded for being presumptuous by bringing a teacup to the meeting as a new professor."
"What's the big deal? It's not a major offense to drink tea during a meeting."

I headed toward the meeting room down the corridor, carrying the teacup Olicia had prepared for me.

"Good day."

As I opened the door and entered, numerous gazes turned toward me. There were about twenty people of various genders and races. Let's see... dwarves, of course, and even an orc. I wonder if they're at a level where we can communicate.

"Why are you blocking the doorway?"

I turned around to find Principal Kirrin, the Dark Elf, standing behind me.

"And what's with that teacup? Thank you, but I'll pass. In the morning, I usually..."
"Huh? This? It's for me to drink."

I took a sip of tea, and Principal Kirrin's face turned dark red.

"Move aside immediately."

I followed the principal into the meeting room. Where's my seat? Over there, next to the principal.

"Don't sit down. I was about to introduce you."

Just as I was about to take a seat, the principal stopped me, so I awkwardly stood back up, teacup still in hand.

"Everyone, attention. This person is Dian, our new Head Professor of Combat."

The professors looked at each other and murmured quietly.

"He's a talented individual with expertise suitable for our academy's curriculum. From today, he's part of our family, so I hope you all get along well. That's all."

When the principal finished speaking, the professors applauded, and I responded with a smile as I began to speak.

"Then, let me briefly introduce myself..." "Let's begin the meeting. First, today's schedule."

The meeting started before I could even open my mouth properly. I had prepared a few jokes for my introduction too.

"Nice to meet you, Head Professor. I'm Lina, Professor of Infiltration in the Combat Department."

As I sat down awkwardly, the professor next to me leaned over and whispered a greeting. She was a woman with short hair and a lively impression.

"Nice to meet you too, Professor Lina."
"Let me give you a good tip. Today, absolutely avoid meeting the General Combat Professor in private."

Lina gestured toward the opposite side of the table. There sat a stern-looking man staring intently at me.

"He's the most senior in the Combat Department and absolutely hates when people eat or drink during meetings."
"I'll keep that in mind. But this is too good to waste, so I'd better finish it."

As I quickly took a few sips from my teacup, Professor Lina covered her mouth and giggled for some reason, while deep wrinkles formed between the General Combat Professor's eyebrows.

The meeting agenda covered ordinary matters like today's weather, schedule, academy student status, and other special notes. What caught my attention was the "Safety Assessment."

The Safety Assessment was essentially a procedure to identify and address potential risk factors in educational training, but I was shocked at how rigorous the process was.

There were over fifty items, and if something seemed even slightly dangerous, the principal personally stepped in to adjust it.

"That part there—students might sprain their ankles, so substitute it with practice on flat ground."
"Since it's early spring, the seawater will be quite cold. Diving training risks hypothermia, so postpone it to the next quarter."
"How about extending the warm-up time before training? That should reduce the risk of injury."

After the principal's butchering, half of the originally planned training exercises were gone. What is this?

"Is it always like this...?"
"Well, the principal... is extremely sensitive about students getting injured or accidents happening..."

Seeing Professor Lina's awkward smile, I immediately understood the situation. Principal Kirrin was doing this to avoid giving anyone a reason to dismiss her.

Even in the military of my previous life, when an accident occurred, innocent commanders would often lose their positions. Especially with the 2nd Princess eagerly looking for any excuse to replace Kirrin, she couldn't tolerate even the slightest issue.

I understand her concern, but at this rate, proper education can't take place... This is worrying.

# # # # #

After the meeting, the first place I visited was the Comprehensive Combat Training Ground. It's the largest training area in the academy and where students about to graduate are located.

It's an appropriate first visit for the Head Professor of Combat who needs to understand all aspects of combat training. Though the General Combat Professor walking in front of me doesn't seem to think so.

"Eating during a meeting is against etiquette, Head Professor."

The General Combat Professor, with broad shoulders that suggested past glory, a thick neck, and a long white braided beard, was surprisingly petty despite his appearance. What's the big deal about drinking a cup of tea?

"Please refrain from doing so in the future."
"It's my habit to drink tea in the morning. I'll try to control it."

The General Combat Professor stopped walking and turned to face me.

"If you don't mind me asking, how old are you?"
"Old enough. And isn't a Head Professor superior to a regular professor? What's wrong with being casual?"
"I've also lived long enough."
"I can tell. Your beard says as much."

I pointed at the General Combat Professor's white beard.

"You can't overlook drinking tea during a meeting, but apparently being a professor at an academy with such a long beard isn't considered a problem?"
"This has special meaning. Perhaps you don't know, Head Professor..."
"I know very well. You're showing off your Long-Range Patrol Corps background."

The Legion's Long-Range Patrol Corps infiltrates deep into enemy territory for months, making it impossible to shave regularly, so they braid their beards like that. Now it's become a tradition. A ridiculous tradition.

"I don't know how long you served or which battlefields you fought on, but don't foolishly try to establish superiority with that. Isn't it obvious from the fact that I'm a Head Professor at my age?"

The General Combat Professor's face turned red and blue, but he couldn't seem to find words to refute. Still, since he was older than me, I felt it was too harsh to push him further, so I smiled and patted his shoulder.

"I'll try not to eat during meetings. So let's make up. Being too rigid about everything will make you seriously ill later."
"...Understood."

# # # # #

The Comprehensive Combat Training Ground was located on the slope of a small mountain within the academy. The training course required running in a straight line from the bottom to the top of the mountain and reaching the flag at the summit within a time limit.

Though it seemed simple at first glance, dozens of obstacles lined the route, making it quite challenging to overcome.

I climbed up to the control tower at the starting line to observe the academy students practicing the course. About thirty students were advancing toward the summit at different speeds, like ants.

But strangely, they all seemed to be moving extremely sluggishly. Moreover, some obstacles had detours or planks laid down like bridges.

"Pew! Pew! Pew!"

Even in the section where they were supposed to suppress enemies by shooting arrows from behind cover, they were making sounds with their mouths while shooting bows without arrows. What on earth are they doing?!

"Professor, what is this? Why are they half-heartedly training?"
"Under the principal's orders, we've removed all risk factors and are conducting training safely."

When I inquired further, I learned that obstacles with high injury risks were completely omitted, and arrows weren't provided for fear of misfires.

This needs to be fixed. At this rate, the quality of graduating academy students will decline, and complaints will definitely come in from the Inspection Corps and Intelligence Department.

When the 2nd Princess confirms these complaints, she'll seize the opportunity to remove the principal. And if the principal is dismissed, it's obvious that I'll be dragged into that vacant position.

If I refuse, they'll threaten to recall Linus, who has just started caring for his baby. That absolutely cannot happen. That's why I came here in the first place.

"Are there any mages at this academy?"
"Yes, there are... but why do you ask?"
"Call a mage. From now on, I'll personally supervise this training."

# # # # #

Rumble, rumble.

Kirrin, buried in paperwork, was startled by the sudden explosion and vibration and rushed to the window. She could see a massive cloud of dust rising from the middle of the small mountain where the Comprehensive Combat Training Ground was located.

What's going on? All elements that could cause such disturbances in today's training had been removed.

As a new cloud of dust appeared with a flash of light, Kirrin suddenly remembered that Dian had mentioned he was going to observe the comprehensive combat training.

No way, no way... no way?!

Finding it too time-consuming to use the stairs, Kirrin opened the window and leaped down from the second floor.

Landing like a cat, Kirrin immediately dashed toward the training ground, which was shaking with consecutive explosions.

"Gasp!"

Upon arriving at the training ground, Kirrin froze in shock at the scene before her.

Dozens of academy students were running desperately up the mountain as if they were in an actual battle for a strategic position, looking like active-duty legion soldiers.

Behind these students, flashes of light were striking down and exploding everywhere.

The source of these light beams was the control tower at the starting line. The academy's mage was enthusiastically firing attack spells.

And next to the mage...

"Now over there! Keep pushing! Train as if it's real combat! Fight in real combat as you trained!"

Head Professor Dian was wildly waving a long branch, directing the fire.

"One drop of sweat in training saves a bucket of blood in battle! Keep firing!"
"Aaaaargh! You crazy person!!!"

Ch.7 - The New Professor is a Madman (4)
The academy students moved sluggishly through the obstacle course, which was barely functioning at half capacity, while firing empty arrows from their bows.

Whenever someone tried to move quickly with enthusiasm, the instructors would shout and stop them, claiming they might get hurt.

Watching from the control tower, I felt it deep in my bones. This truly was a time of peace. Ten years ago, when the Demon King's army was running rampant, this would have been unimaginable.

The scourge that had shaken the entire continent was gone, and nations that had suffered tremendous damage during the four-year war were "for now" setting aside their old grudges to focus on post-war recovery.

In this situation, with the Principal obsessed with safety-first conservatism, how could anything function properly?

"Are there any mages at this academy?"
"Yes, there are... but why do you ask?"
"Call a mage over. From now on, I'll be controlling this directly."

When I gave instructions to the mage who arrived at the training ground, the Comprehensive Combat Training Professor shouted in surprise.

"That's not allowed! It's too dangerous!"
"Do you think they can be deployed in real situations at this level? They'll all die pathetically."
"But the Principal has already conducted a safety assessment..."
"Enough. I'll take full responsibility. I cannot tolerate training conducted this way."

Anyone watching might think I'm a Head Professor full of passion and a sense of duty, but that's far from the truth. My only concern is ensuring Principal Kirrin keeps her position.

If we send these malnourished-level kids into real situations, we'll be cursed to high heaven. The 2nd Princess, who's been sharpening her knife, will use that as an excuse to drive Kirrin out and put me in her place. If not me, she'll drag Linus back.

For both Linus and me to live peacefully, Kirrin needs to remain as Principal, and for that to happen, we need to dramatically improve the academy students' abilities.

The problem is that Kirrin is extremely cautious, afraid that a safety incident might cost her position. She doesn't realize that this behavior is actually what's putting her position at risk.

That's why I, as the Head Professor, need to step in.

"So, you want me to fire attack magic just behind the academy students, is that right?"

The mage who heard my instructions licked his lips with gleaming eyes. Given the current academy atmosphere, he probably hasn't had a chance to use any significant magic and is quite excited.

When the mage cast his attack spell and the first explosion went off, the leisurely jogging academy students all turned around in bewilderment.

"What are you doing?! If you stand there, you'll be roasted alive!"

After the second explosion knocked a few students down, they finally understood the situation and started running. Attack magic continued to rain down behind them.

I nodded as I watched the training ground erupt with explosions. Yes, now it's starting to look right. This is what an Imperial spy school should be like.

"Hey, you crazy bastard!!!"

Just then, I saw Principal Kirrin screaming and rushing furiously toward us from the entrance of the training ground.

"Ah, Principal. You're here."
"What the hell are you doing?!"

True to her Dark Elf nature, Principal Kirrin leaped up to the control tower in a single bound and tried to grab me by the collar.

I slightly twisted my body to avoid it. She lunged at me again, and after I dodged that too, she finally gave up trying to shake me and shouted.

"Are you trying to kill these kids?!"
"I'm not trying to kill them—I'm trying to save them."
"How is firing attack magic at them not trying to kill them?!"
"If the students graduate in their current state, you'll lose your head."

Kirrin's hand, which had been reaching for a dagger in her sleeve, stopped.

"What...? My head...?"
"If the students educated at the academy are a mess, whose fault is that? The Principal's, right?"
"That's..."
"And you're surely aware that people at the Imperial Castle are just looking for a reason to fire you?"
"Ugh..."

As expected, she knew. Kirrin put away her dagger and stepped back. I smiled and held up my fingers to her.

"You reduce training to avoid responsibility for accidents. As a result, the students' abilities decline. Various departments that receive these new agents raise objections. The 2nd Princess is delighted. You return to the forest."
"No, that can't happen...!"
"The actions you take to preserve your position end up becoming the noose around your neck. Do you understand?"
"I know that... but..."

The Principal looked at the training ground where magical explosions were going off, her eyes filled with fear.

The Dark Elf clan that had once sided with the Demon King's army before defecting again. As their representative in civilized society, her burden and responsibility must be immense. I can understand that.

Regardless, having witnessed the reality of the academy, my current goal is to make sure the Principal gains recognition from the Imperial Castle.

Kirrin gets to keep her position, the Princess gets quality graduates, Linus can focus on raising his child without worry, and I won't be drafted as Principal. Everyone wins.

# # # # #

I spent the whole day going around the academy to assess the situation.

The curriculum at this Imperial Special Mission Academy is divided into two main categories. One is the Department of Arcane Theory, which, like most academies, covers various mixed subjects of higher theoretical education.

The other is the Department of Combat that I observed earlier. Infiltration, assassination, kidnapping, terrorism, guerrilla warfare, and so on.

The Department of Arcane Theory doesn't seem to have major issues.

They have a Head Professor of Theory in the same position as me, all professors are experts in their fields, and since they work indoors, Principal Kirrin doesn't particularly interfere.

The biggest problem is obviously the training in the Department of Combat, which I'm supposed to oversee—training that has zero practical sense due to the Principal's self-preservation mentality.

Most field exercises have been replaced with theoretical lessons, and even outdoor activities with the slightest risk of injury have been reduced or eliminated. They've turned it into something barely more challenging than a picnic.

This is probably the area I'll need to focus on. I don't know much about theoretical education anyway, and the reason the Imperial Castle and Linus sent me here was to utilize my practical experience.

So first, let's overhaul that strange "safety assessment" or whatever it is. I also compiled a report with various ways to improve the Department of Combat.

When I went to the Principal's office to get approval for my report, the Secretary General shook his head at me.

"You'd better give up, Head Professor of Combat."
"Give up what?"
"You're probably planning to make the Department of Combat courses more practical, right? That's why the previous professor ran away."
"Ah, I see."

The Secretary General sighed deeply.

"Everything the Department of Combat tries to do gets rejected, so how can anything work properly? Well, if you insist on going in, I won't stop you."
"Thank you for the advice. I'll go in then."

I entered the office and explained my report to Kirrin. Throughout my explanation, her facial expressions changed constantly.

"That's not possible! What if someone gets seriously injured?"
"There's no problem. Don't you have an infirmary here?"
"We do, but..."
"Then it's fine. Let's cut the safety assessment items in half and train the students more practically."
"But if someone really gets hurt, it's going to be a problem."
"It won't be a problem. Wait a minute..."

Seeing Kirrin's eyes, I had an ominous feeling.

"Are there children from noble families among the academy students?"

Kirrin silently nodded, and I shrugged.

"We'll still proceed as planned. It's not like they were forced to come here. If they don't like it, tell them to leave."
"I absolutely cannot say that!"
"It'll be fine. Noble or not, they're all the same as academy students here. And..."

I looked directly at the still anxious Kirrin and said:

"If anyone complains about the tough training, tell them I did it. This won't cause you any trouble."
"Huh?"
"I'll protect you. So don't worry."
"Huh...?"

Kirrin stared at me for a moment, then suddenly flushed dark red with anger.

"If someone hears that, they'll misunderstand and think I was being passive because I was afraid!"
"But that's the truth, isn't it? Why are you suddenly..."
"Just leave the report here and I'll approve it. If you don't, I'll become Principal myself and approve—"
"Get out! Leave it and get out right now!"

I backed away, chuckling.

"And please clean up these documents while you're at it. What is all this?"

When I pointed at the piles stacked on her desk, Kirrin sighed with fatigue.

"Even if I clean them up, more keep coming..."
"Haha. Well, can't be helped then. Good luck!"

# # # # #

"What a crazy person!"

Kirrin suddenly got angry and threw the pen she was holding. It had been quite a while since Dian left the office, but Kirrin still couldn't concentrate.

It wasn't because of the content of Dian's report on improving the Department of Combat. It was because of what Dian had said earlier.

"I'll protect you."
"Aaaaargh!!"

"What's wrong, Principal?!"

When Kirrin screamed while clutching her head, the door opened and the Secretary General rushed in.

"What happened?"
"No, it's nothing. Go back to work."

After the Secretary General left, Kirrin jumped up from her seat and flung the window wide open. The warm spring breeze blew in, ruffling her black hair.

But the spring breeze didn't calm Kirrin's heart—rather, it made it race even more.

"Damn it, damn it, damn it."

Trying to compose her confused feelings, Kirrin deliberately uttered harsh words and pulled out a dagger from her sleeve. Touching the cool, sharp blade finally calmed her a little.

Kirrin had lived her entire life in the forest of the Dark Elves.

Dark Elves are colder and more cynical than other races. For them, love poems or warm physical contact are forbidden acts.

Kirrin was also a Dark Elf, and until now, she had never heard affectionate words from anyone. Rather, her father constantly pressured her to uphold the clan's honor.

For someone like Kirrin, Dian's promise to protect her came as a tremendous shock. It was almost like...

"Get a grip, you idiot!"

Kirrin shouted, clutching her dagger tightly.

That statement earlier was just a conventional expression with no ulterior motive, simply meaning he would take responsibility. Don't get foolishly excited!

After slapping her own cheeks mercilessly, Kirrin strode back to her desk. Then she frowned and cradled her cheeks.

"Ow... that hurts..."

She scrawled her signature on the approval section of Dian's report.

It looked like signing a death warrant, but she had no choice. Considering various factors, there was something about this human called Dian.

Maybe this human could save me...

Ch.8 - The Priest Who Gives Without Reservation (1)
Rumors from the comprehensive combat training grounds spread throughout the Academy. Someone crazy claiming to be the Head Professor of Combat had shown up with a mage and caused a scene.

There were also testimonies that he'd been wandering around all day with a distinctly displeased expression, scribbling something in his notebook.

Judging by his eccentric behavior at the training grounds, a major overhaul of the entire combat curriculum seemed all but inevitable.

Reactions to this were sharply divided.

Students who genuinely wanted to become Imperial special agents were in favor. These were the ones who worried that the current teaching methods wouldn't prepare them properly for fieldwork.

Those opposed were either already accustomed to the comfortable Academy life or had little interest in becoming special agents in the first place. For example, those of noble blood who had been pushed into this path after being passed over in the line of succession.

Noble titles are traditionally inherited by the firstborn son, forcing other children to find different paths. Typically, they either start businesses backed by family wealth or enter public service—for the latter, a diploma from the Imperial Special Mission Academy proves quite useful.

Graduating from the Academy doesn't automatically make one a special agent. The curriculum is so extensive that graduates enter various organizations and positions based on individual abilities and grades. That's why many noble youngsters attend what's colloquially called the "spy school."

Considering the Academy's founding purpose, such students shouldn't be admitted, but it's not easy to ignore the influence of nobles and high officials. These students ignore combat course grades and focus solely on theoretical subjects, so they wouldn't appreciate Dian's actions.

With opinions so sharply divided, Dian officially began his duties as Head Professor of Combat.

# # # # #

"So this is how things will work from now on."

After finishing my explanation, I looked around to see the professors staring blankly at me.

This is the Combat Department faculty room. I've just presented my plans for overhauling the combat education system to the assembled combat professors.

"Any questions?"
"Um... Head Professor."

Infiltration Professor Lina timidly raised her hand.

"Has the Principal approved this plan? It doesn't seem like it."
"He has approved it. Here's his personal signature."

I held up the report bearing what looked like a strange signature resembling a cat giving a thumbs-up. Gasps could be heard throughout the room.

"The Principal signed off on a Combat Department report?!"
"How did you manage that, Head Professor?!"
"I have my ways. Anyway, does everyone understand the improvement plan?"

Infiltration Professor Lina raised her hand again.

"I understand the content, but isn't it too dangerous?"
"What's dangerous about it? This is an academy. Surely no one's going to die?"
"That may be true, but I'm concerned about student injuries. Especially regarding the upcoming night infiltration training..."
"We'll take sufficient safety precautions. If we're too afraid to do anything, what exactly are we teaching?"

Another professor raised his hand and spoke.

"Head Professor. I'm Armed Combat Professor Geneve. There's one major problem with this."

Armed Combat Professor...
Looking at his hands, I could see calluses typical of an experienced swordsman. With his sharp gaze and considering his subject, he must have made quite a name for himself in his day.

"What problem?"
"Currently, our Academy's infirmary isn't equipped to treat life-threatening injuries. At best, they can provide first aid for minor scrapes or bruises."
"Surely that can't be right? Don't you have holy priests?"
"We don't."
"Then who teaches emergency treatment and urgent surgery?"
"I do!"

Survival Professor Waver enthusiastically raised his hand, a bow strapped to his back. A hunter teaching first aid?

"Survival skills and first aid have some overlap! And dressing game is similar to basic surgical procedures!"

What nonsense is this? How can a major academy like this not have holy priests, forcing a hunter to teach first aid?
I hadn't even bothered to check the infirmary, assuming it would be well-equipped. This is rather disconcerting.

"The Principal dismissed the holy priests from the infirmary when he scaled back all combat training subjects. The reasoning was to save budget since accidents wouldn't happen anyway."

Armed Combat Professor Geneve explained bluntly.

It's like saying, "The server is stable, so we're firing the entire development team." No wonder I thought it strange when I heard there was only one mage in the entire Academy.

Well, well. Not only afraid of safety incidents but also desperate to save on the school budget. They've been extremely cautious about keeping their jobs.

I need to strengthen the infirmary first. I want to make training realistically intense, not recklessly dangerous. Proper medical care must be available for injuries.

"I'll handle that issue. You all just redraft your education plans according to my improvement proposal. The key is training that simulates real combat. Anyone here without field experience?"
"Head Professor."

A female professor on the other side adjusted her glasses and spoke up. It was Psychological Warfare Professor Felimina.

"What? Don't tell me you have no field experience?"
"Of course I do. But there's a critical flaw in your plan."
"What is it?"
"I don't know if you're aware, but among our students..."
"You're worried about the nobles and high officials' children, right? Afraid of the consequences if something goes wrong with them?"

Professor Felimina closed her mouth, and the other professors seemed to agree with her concern, either nodding or sighing.

"There's no need to worry about that either. I'll take full responsibility, so you just focus on how to teach these kids properly. That's all."
"Can we trust your word on that?"
"Of course."

Just then, I noticed a hammer bobbing up and down in the air from a desk across the room.

"Hey, Head Professor. Let me say something too."

The one waving the hammer was Combat Equipment Professor Kazador, a dwarf with only his head visible above the desk.

"Since we're tearing everything down and rebuilding anyway, how about directing some budget to the combat equipment department?"
"Why equipment? Don't tell me they removed all the tools because they're dangerous?"
"Not that, but we're severely short on practice equipment. We have students sharing tools in groups of five."
"Sigh... I'll keep that in mind too."
"I, I also have something to say..."

This time, Combat Riding Professor Anna spoke up dejectedly, glancing at me nervously.

"We also need hay and beans to feed our war horses... The Principal cut back significantly, citing the risk of falling..."

Good grief, did this crazy dark elf try to save money even on feed for war horses? Does she have any idea how much these animals eat daily?

"Alright. I'll address all these issues, but in return, promise me this: as long as there are no major problems, do things my way. And don't listen to the Principal. I'm below the Principal, and you're below me, so everything goes through me first. Understood?"
"Good, good! I, Brogue, like Dian!"

Orc Unarmed Combat Professor Brogue showed his protruding teeth and pounded the desk with his fist, causing the professors' notebooks and pens to bounce up and down.

"I strongly agree too! I've been so bored with nothing magical to do!"

With her youthful appearance full of freckles, Magic Response Professor Orendi, the Academy's only mage, created sparkling stars above her head in agreement.

But most professors still looked somewhat skeptical. It's a natural reaction when someone so young, who hasn't even been appointed for a week, suddenly wants to overhaul everything and asks for blind trust.

Anyway, that's enough for today.

"If there are no more opinions, draft new education and training plans by tomorrow. We'll be producing our first graduates in exactly one year, next spring, and we can't send out garbage, right?"
"Yes." "That's right."

After the professors responded, I lightly struck the desk.

"Good. Just trust me. Dismissed!"

# # # # #

"Will things really change...?"

After Head Professor Dian left the faculty room, Combat Riding Professor Anna spoke dejectedly.

"The Combat Department has been neglected since the Academy's founding... Even with a new Head Professor, he's still under the Principal, so I'm a bit..."
"We'll have to wait and see. But seeing that he got the Principal's approval, we shouldn't be too pessimistic."

As Magic Response Professor Orendi responded positively, Infiltration Professor Lina nodded vigorously.

"After making such bold claims, don't you think he'll show us something? Like at the comprehensive combat training grounds... oops."

Lina glanced awkwardly at Comprehensive Combat Professor Morton. Everyone was keeping quiet about how Morton had tried to establish dominance early on, only to be systematically dismantled by Dian.

"So, Morton. What did you think of this Dian character when you faced him directly?"

True to his dwarf nature of not caring about others' feelings, Combat Equipment Professor Kazador asked Morton bluntly.

"At the very least, he doesn't seem like the type to protect himself at all costs like our current Principal."
"Ha, that's good enough. Let's wait and see."

With his simple thought process, Kazador ended his assessment of Dian, while the orc Unarmed Combat Professor Brogue simply repeated that he liked Dian.

"Honestly, as long as combat subjects don't completely disappear and I don't get fired, I don't really care either way!"

The naturally cheerful and optimistic Survival Professor Waver smiled broadly while plucking his bowstring like a harp.

"Then the immediate question is whether the infirmary staff can be restored to its previous state."

Psychological Warfare Professor Felimina adjusted her glasses as she spoke.

"Getting holy priests reassigned from the Order would be a good test of the Head Professor's capabilities."
"I think that will be difficult."

Armed Combat Professor Geneve offered his blunt opinion.

"The Order is already displeased with the Academy. We're asking them to send back people we've already dismissed."
"It's probably impossible unless he has extraordinary connections to the Order."

Comprehensive Combat Professor Morton coldly stated before standing up.

"Well, good work everyone. I'm going to draft the new education plan."
"Good work." "Looks like we're working overtime tonight."

As Morton left through the door, Combat Equipment Professor Kazador raised his hammer and shouted:

"Anyone want to smoke? Lend me one!"
"Brogue is here! Let's go, dwarf!"

The professors stood up one by one and left the faculty room, each making a comment.

"Sigh, I just want my war horses to eat their fill..."
"I hope we can properly put those smug Theory Department professors in their place this time."

Following behind the professors, Psychological Warfare Professor Felimina fell into deep thought.
Could the Head Professor really be confident enough to bring back holy priests from the Order?

The Head Professor's education reform plan had no chance of implementation without proper infirmary support, so he absolutely needed to bring in holy priests.

But no matter how she thought about it, it seemed impossible for such a young Head Professor to negotiate with the Order. It would be impossible without significant connections.

The Order was an organization that stood above even the Imperial Castle. It wasn't a place that would accommodate the whims of a mere academy. Better not to have false hopes.

Yet none of the professors knew anything about this Dian person's background. Just who was he and where had he come from?

# # # # #

"Lord Dian!"

As I climb the stairs to the Order headquarters, I hear someone calling my name.

Looking up, I see Rormane hurrying down the stairs, her purple priest robes fluttering.

"Lord Dian! I've missed you!"

Rormane jumps from a few steps up and lands in my arms.

Order Secretary General Rormane. My former colleague who served as the healer in the Demon King Assassination Task Force.

Ch.9 - The Priest Who Gives Without Reservation (2)
After leaving the department office, I headed straight to the Academy's infirmary. I needed to verify if what the professors had said was true.

The infirmary was a fairly large two-story building located a short walk from the main hall. Considering the size of the Academy, it seemed appropriately scaled.

When I opened the door, I saw someone sitting at the reception desk. The person was resting their chin on their hand, reading a book. They glanced at me briefly before returning their gaze to their book.

"Excuse me. Are you staff here?"    "Yes."
"Are you alone?"    "Yes."
"Are you a doctor?"    "Yes."

What's with that attitude? Well, since they claim to be a doctor, let's see if they're any good.

"I came to get some medicine for a headache."

The doctor apathetically gestured with their chin toward a shelf. Looking in that direction, I saw shelves lined with medicine bottles, each with hastily scribbled labels.

"Take one from the bottle labeled 'headache medicine' and take it."    "Excuse me?"

But the doctor, seemingly deaf to my response, was already absorbed in reading again. What a lunatic.

As I took out a headache pill, I looked around the infirmary.

The first floor was a treatment area structured similarly to emergency rooms from my previous life. At the entrance was the reception desk where the doctor sat. Behind it stood bookshelves for document storage, though there weren't many files.

Further inside were several beds and shelves containing basic first aid supplies and bandages.

I opened a door to an inner room and was surprised to find it was a surgical theater. A metal bed sat in the middle of the tiled floor, covered in dust as if it had never been used.

Opening another door revealed an office. Given that the doctor was sitting out front, this must be where the church's holy priest works.

The second floor contained patient rooms. Nothing special to see there.

The facility itself was quite good, as if whoever built the Academy had anticipated various accidents and injuries. However, due to the principal's self-preservation mindset, it wasn't being operated properly.

First aid training was being conducted by a professor with a hunting background, while this well-equipped infirmary sat empty. What a complete mess.

As the professors mentioned, the infirmary's capabilities were rock-bottom. If I were to implement the training changes outlined in my report to the principal right away, it would cause chaos. Better to beef up this place first.

Lost in these thoughts, I returned to the first floor where the doctor was still engrossed in their book, completely ignoring me. That one needs to go.

Now I see that the 2nd Princess was truly a saint. How could she allow a principal who runs an academy like this to keep his position? Well, technically he's the Emperor's parachute appointment, so she couldn't fire him.

If this kind of development appeared in a web novel, comments would surely claim the principal must be a spy trying to undermine one of the Empire's key academies, or that the character's intelligence was written too low.

But Dark Elves are absolutely not a stupid race. Although they've made a complete mess of the Combat Department, after investigating for a few days, I found the Theory Department has an impressively solid curriculum.

It can't compare to the famous Royal Kalvasar Academy, but considering its short history—not having produced even its first graduating class yet—it's quite remarkable.

In my view, the principal isn't stupid at all. There seems to be something else going on... Could he actually be a spy? A spy school with a spy principal?!

That's impossible. If that were the case, the Empire's elite intelligence department would have discovered it long ago. They even knew about my street fights as a good-for-nothing in far-off Brunswell.

Anyway, enough of that. Let's get going.

* * * * *

When I went to the professors' office to prepare for my outing, Olicia was there cleaning.

Since coming to the Academy, Olicia and I have been living in the staff quarters in one corner of the campus. As a professor, I was assigned a small detached house with a garden.

Olicia manages the household there, but occasionally comes to clean the professors' office like this. She's worried I might make a bad impression on important people if the office is messy.

Being someone who can't keep things tidy, she's afraid I might get fired and have to return to Brunswell, which is absolutely the last thing she wants.

"I'm heading out."
"Outside? Isn't it work hours right now? Where are you going?"
"It's a business trip. I'm going to the Order headquarters."
"The Order headquarters? So you're going into the city?"
"I'll be passing through there. Why? Ah, I see."

Seeing the look in Olicia's eyes, I burst out laughing.

"Come with me. I'll drop you off in the city for a bit."
"Eep!?"

Olicia made a strange sound as she hurriedly put away the broom and rag and removed her apron.

Although she had left Brunswell for the Imperial capital, Olicia hadn't properly gone out for a while. She'd been too busy with thorough cleaning of our quarters.

Even back in Brunswell, she would often wonder, "How beautiful must the Imperial capital be, Master Dian?" So she must have been dying to see the city.

Come to think of it, this is my first time leaving the Academy grounds too. I've been so preoccupied with figuring out how to raise the students' levels before the first graduation next spring that I hadn't noticed the time passing.

Olicia and I took the carriage assigned to the Head Professor and left the Academy.

The Academy is located right next to the urban area, so shortly after passing through the main gate, we entered a forest of tall buildings.

"Wooow..."

Looking at the rows of shops lining the streets, Olicia seemed about to drool.

All the buildings were at least three stories tall, with some reaching six floors or more. Guards appeared regularly, indicating excellent security. This was indeed Kalvasar, the continent's largest city.

"I'll let you off here. See you later."

As Olicia got out of the carriage, I flipped her a gold coin, which she caught by slightly spreading her skirt with both hands.

"Thank you, Master Dian!"
"Don't follow strangers. If anything happens, go straight to a guard. Understood?"
"Yes, don't worry!"

After dropping off Olicia, I continued toward the Order headquarters.

The Order headquarters is located on "Linus Avenue," where the Imperial Castle and other core imperial institutions are gathered. Yes, that Linus.

It used to have a different name, but ten years ago when Linus returned after killing the Demon King, they renamed it to honor him.

Thankfully, there's no "Dian Avenue." In this world, Linus is the protagonist, and I'm just a supporting character. I prefer not to outshine the main character.

After passing a bronze statue of Linus shouting with a sword in hand, the Order headquarters came into view.

A magnificent marble temple stood proudly behind a circular plaza paved with white stone and adorned with fountains.

The columns, engraved with bas-relief patterns honoring the goddess, were each so thick that ten adult men holding hands would be needed to encircle one.

Through the massive doors, large enough for a decent-sized dragon to pass through, numerous priests and people came and went. In front, holy knights in ceremonial attire stood guard with halberds, maintaining a solemn watch.

It was a harmonious blend of grandeur and holiness, befitting the headquarters of the Goddess Order, the largest religious organization worshipped by most people on the continent.

"What business brings you here, sir?" a holy knight politely asked as I stepped out of the carriage.

"I'm here to see the Secretary General."
"The Secretary General? Do you have an appointment?"
"I came suddenly, so I couldn't make an appointment."
"I see..."

The holy knight looked at me with a slightly troubled expression, then at the carriage I had arrived in. He seemed to be assessing my social position and whether I was someone who could demand to meet such a high-ranking priest without notice.

"I am Dian, Head Professor of Combat at the Imperial Special Mission Academy. I'll wait here, so please relay my message to the Secretary General."

I took out my identification certificate with the Academy seal and showed it to him. The holy knight nodded and went inside the Order headquarters.

Shortly after, he returned with a somewhat puzzled expression.

"I'll escort you inside right away."

As I climbed the stairs to the headquarters under the holy knight's guidance, I heard someone calling me from above.

"Master Dian!"

Looking up, I saw Rormane hurrying down the stairs, her priest robes fluttering.

"Master Dian! I've missed you!"

With just a few steps remaining, Rormane leaped into my arms.

"It's been a while, Rene."
"Ah, Master Dian... Master Dian..."

Rormane buried her face against my chest, taking a deep breath and rubbing her face against me. The holy knight escorting me stared blankly at the scene.

"Rene. People are watching."    "Oh!"

Only then did Rormane push me away and hastily step back, giving an awkward smile.

"I'm sorry, Master Dian. It's been so long that I couldn't contain my excitement... Let's talk inside."

As we entered the main temple, all the passing priests bowed their heads to Rormane. The Secretary General is one of the highest-ranking officials in the Order. Her authority must be immense.

When we entered her office, a young-looking female priest followed us in. She looked even younger than Olicia. What was her role?

The young priest bowed to me and began preparing teacups and a teapot. She must be Rormane's personal assistant or something similar.

While the young priest prepared tea, Rormane bombarded me with questions.

Why I had suddenly disappeared, where I had been living all this time, how I had suddenly become a professor at the Special Mission Academy, and so on.

"Didn't Linus tell you?"
"He did, but I want to hear it directly from you, Master Dian. I've always loved listening to your stories."
"Is that so? Then I have no choice."

Sitting across from Rormane, I summarized my story from when I left the Imperial Castle ten years ago to my recent appointment as an Academy professor.

Throughout the story, Rormane listened attentively with clasped hands and shining eyes. This reminds me of the old days in the task force.

During our camping trips, I would often tell stories about constellations and myths, and Rormane would always look just like this.

"So that's what happened. As expected, you're amazing, Master Dian."

After finishing my story, Rormane spoke with eyes brimming with tears.

"You secluded yourself for ten long years, judging that your power might become a variable in this era of peace..."
"No, that's not it. I just wanted to live comfortably..."
"And then you rose to the occasion, not turning your back on an old comrade's difficulties, taking on the important responsibility of being the Head Professor of Combat at the Academy..."

The person the Secretary General is describing sounds like a noble, self-sacrificing individual.

"I truly admire you, Master Dian."
"Well... thank you. So, how have you been?"

Now it was Rormane's turn to share her story. After the grand welcoming ceremony at the Imperial Castle, she returned to the Order and, through ultra-rapid promotions that would take others a lifetime, rose to the position of Secretary General in just ten years.

It wasn't merely because she was a member of the Hero's Party that defeated the Demon King. She had been talented enough to be selected for the Hero's Party in the first place, and the achievement of slaying the Demon King was added to that.

Suddenly, Rormane reached out and grabbed my hand.

"If you hadn't left without a word that day, I would have abandoned the path of priesthood and..."
"Haha..."

I pulled my hand away with an awkward laugh. Rormane looked quite disappointed by my reaction and asked:

"By the way, Master Dian. Why did you come here? I don't think it's just because you wanted to see me."
"About that. Wasn't there a holy priest assigned to the Special Mission Academy before?"
"Yes, there was. We dispatched one when the Academy was first established due to requests from the Imperial Castle. Though they've since returned."
"That's why I'm here. We need a holy priest again. I'm sorry for the back and forth, but..."
"Maya."

Before I could finish, Rormane spoke. The young priest who had been pouring tea into my empty cup bowed her head.

"Yes, Secretary General?"
"Relay what I'm about to say directly to the Order's administrative office."
"Understood, Secretary General."
"Change the assignment locations for the bishop-level priests scheduled for rotation this month."

What? Bishop-level? Bishops are high-ranking priests responsible for entire dioceses. We don't need someone of that caliber at our Academy...

"Wait, Rormane. We don't need bishop-level priests..."
"There should be about thirty of them. Send all of them to the Special Mission Academy."
"Thirty?!"
"Tell them I'll be coming later, so notify those people first."
"Understood, Secretary General."
"Wait! Hold on!"

I hurriedly grabbed the wrist of the young priest who was scurrying toward the door as soon as Rormane finished speaking.

We don't need a whole platoon of such people!

Ch.10 - The Priest Who Gives Without Reservation (3)
"What's wrong, Sir Dian? Didn't you need a holy priest?"

As I grabbed Maya, the little priestess, Rormane tilted her head curiously.

"That's right, but thirty bishops is excessive. Just a few regular priests skilled in holy power would be enough."
"Oh, is that so? In that case..."

Seeing the determined look in Rormane's eyes, I shook my head firmly.

"I'd rather take a platoon of bishops than deal with the Secretary General. Just recommend one good priest instead."
"Will one be enough?"
"More than enough."

As long as they can use holy power, most injuries can be treated. So I don't need experienced old bishops—one or two enthusiastic young priests would be perfect.

"Very well. Then take Maya with you."
"Maya? You mean this little—I mean, this priestess?"

I looked at Maya, who had escaped my grasp and was now standing beside Rormane. She looked even younger than Olicia—isn't she an acolyte rather than a regular priest?

"You may be surprised, but Maya will be fine. She's an Oracle Priest."
"What? Really?"

Oracle Priests are said to be chosen directly by the gods for a clerical destiny. I'm not sure if that's true, but they do possess holy power far superior to others.
Rormane standing before me is also an Oracle Priest. She's famous for instinctively healing her mother's torn flesh at birth.

"She's still young, and because of her Oracle Priest status, I've been keeping her close and teaching her until she comes of age. But you can trust her completely."

I see. If this little one stays at our academy, we could manage the students without major concerns.

"If you say so, I'll trust your judgment, but is this really okay? Oracle Priests are valuable assets to the Order. Can you just send her to the academy so easily?"
"It's no problem, Sir Dian. I'm the Secretary General. I'm one of the few people who can have a private audience with the Holy Father. I'll handle everything."
"Really? Great. Then what about Priestess Maya's wishes?"
"If the Secretary General commands it, I shall obey."

The priestess Maya, who had been standing like a wax figure, answered in a measured tone. She seems remarkably composed for her age—completely different from Olicia.

"Maya, pack your things. We need to leave for the academy right away."
"Yes, Secretary General."

As Maya scurried out the door, I turned to Rormane and asked:

"Are you sure this is okay? Can she live on her own?"
"Our priests all live communally and can handle basic household tasks, so don't worry. But if you're concerned, having her stay where you're living would be a good solution."
"I see. Well, I have a two-story house with a maid about her age, so it shouldn't be a problem. But how should I pay for her assignment...?"
"You don't need to pay. We can send her as volunteer service."
"What? Is that really okay?"
"Of course. I, Rormane, am just so happy to be of great help to you, Sir Dian."

With that, Rormane grabbed my hand again.

"Since you're here, let's see each other often. I've missed you so much these past ten years."
"Alright, I will."
"There's so much that's built up, and so much you need to help me resolve."

What does she mean by that? Of course, it's not what I'm suspecting—probably just expressing her longing for me—but it doesn't seem like the kind of figurative expression that would come from a high priest.

After grabbing my hand and embracing me repeatedly, Rormane finally let me go.

Maya the priestess, who had returned with a large bag, had been watching Rormane's persistent physical contact the whole time.

"Goodbye, Sir Dian! Come visit again soon!"
"Thanks for today, Rene. Let's meet often."

Finally free from Rormane, I was able to leave the Order headquarters with Priestess Maya.

"Shall I carry your bag, Priestess Maya?"
"I'll carry it myself."

I extended my hand, but Maya flatly refused, pulling her bag closer to herself. She must be quite shy.

# # # # #

When news spread that I had secured a holy priest from the Order, combat department professors rushed to the infirmary.

"Is it true, Head Professor?! You got a holy priest assigned here?!"
"This is unbelievable. How did you manage it?"
"What's going on with that high-and-mighty Order? Maybe the Demon King will resurrect tomorrow and destroy the continent."

The combat professors' reactions were incredibly intense. Was this really such a remarkable achievement?

"Everyone, say hello. This is Priestess Maya, who will be supporting our combat department from now on."

Since everyone had gathered unexpectedly, I introduced Maya.

"Huh, what... she's just a child?"

The professors showed obvious disappointment upon seeing Maya's small, diminutive figure.

"Aww! She's so cute!"

Only Lina, the infiltration professor, grinned broadly and tried to pat Maya's head, but when Maya swatted her hand away, Lina backed off awkwardly.

"Lina. You should show respect to priests. Don't treat her like a child."

Felimina, the psychological warfare professor, adjusted her glasses and pointed out Lina's mistake.

"But she's so young... about the same height as a foal..."

Anna, the combat riding professor, muttered while glancing at Maya, and Brogue, the unarmed combat professor, just scratched his chin.

Geneve, the armed combat professor, crossed his arms and gave me a look demanding an explanation, while Morton, the comprehensive combat professor who has many complaints about me, was already walking away.

"Hmm, but since she's a priestess, I suppose she can at least perform basic first aid."
"Of course. That's better than nothing."

The naturally optimistic survival professor Waver and magic response professor Orendi tried to emphasize the positive aspects.

"Hey, Head Professor! How is proper training supposed to happen with this?"

Kazador, the combat equipment professor, complained while touching the hammer head tucked at his waist.

"What are we supposed to do with an acolyte who can barely use holy power? Huh?"
"I am not an acolyte."

Maya, who had been quiet until now, spoke up.

"Huh? What did you say?"
"I am not an acolyte."

Then Maya raised her hands, which were glowing golden, above her head. Suddenly, golden rain began to pour down from the sky.

"Whoa!" "What is this?!"

As the holy rain fell, the withered plants in the infirmary garden suddenly lifted their heads and became firm.

This was Healing Rain—an ability that randomly heals all targets within a certain range, something that ordinary priests wouldn't even attempt.

I had occasionally seen Rormane use it, but Maya was not even of age yet. This was truly remarkable.

Rormane had assured me not to worry because she was an Oracle Priest, but I hadn't expected this level of power.

I formally introduced Maya to the professors again.

"I didn't get to mention it, but she is an Oracle Priest. As you know, her holy power is naturally..."
"It's a pleasure to meet you, Priestess!"

The professors pushed me aside and gathered around Maya, eagerly greeting her. Haha, what shameless people.

"Hey, what's going on here!"

Just then, a window opened abruptly from the main building, and Principal Kirrin leaned out, gasping.

"Huh? Healing Rain?!"
"Principal. Over here."

I waved, and Principal Kirrin looked at me and then at Maya before shouting:

"What's happening here?!"
"I brought a holy priest from the Order to strengthen the infirmary."
"The-the Order... sent a priest...?"
"And they're sending her as volunteer service, so we don't need to worry about money!"
"Vo-volunteer?!"

Looking at the bewildered Principal Kirrin, I thought:

I'm going to nail you to that position, so just move according to what I suggest—no, recommend.

# # # # #

Watching the bustling scene in front of the infirmary through the window, Principal Kirrin was dumbfounded.

She knew that Dian had gone to the Order headquarters to request a priest. It made sense, as the infirmary would play a crucial role in implementing Dian's combat education improvement plan.

Kirrin hadn't sent back the Order's priests out of malice.

As she eliminated risk factors to prevent safety incidents, the infirmary's usage naturally decreased, so she decided to cut personnel costs.

Holy priests are incredibly expensive. So expensive that the cost of one holy priest could employ ten doctors. It's truly an enormous expense.

But he brought one for free as volunteer work? What is this man really?

Kirrin knew well that her father, the clan leader, had betrayed other dark elves to save the Emperor, and thanks to that, she had been appointed academy principal—a position beyond her qualifications.

She also knew that despite the Second Princess and other power players wanting to oust her, they couldn't touch her because of the Emperor's orders.

And she knew they had designated Linus, the hero who killed the Demon King, as her successor to make her leave of her own accord.

So Kirrin had tried desperately to avoid any flaws. Even the slightest problem would give the Imperial Castle an excuse to come after her.

Her father, shrewd enough to foresee the Demon King's army's defeat and side with humans preemptively, was an excellent strategist but cold-blooded like all dark elves.

Kirrin feared her father and, bearing both his expectations and the clan's honor, had no choice but to act as she did.

Although combat classes had been significantly reduced, she had strengthened the theory department and set aside ample reserves from the reduced budget.

In her situation, Kirrin was walking a tightrope based on her own judgment. Anyone in her position would have done the same.

Yet part of her had hoped for someone to dramatically help her—either improve the situation or help her escape it.

And then, like a miracle, Dian appeared.

"At this rate, as soon as the first graduates emerge, the Imperial Castle will immediately cut you off, Principal. When they see the students' miserable level, even the Emperor won't be able to defend you anymore."
"Then what should I do...?"
"We need to revive the combat department. If we balance both combat and theory, the Imperial Castle will hold off on extreme measures."
"Sigh, that's true, but..."
"Don't worry. I'll handle everything. Just approve this report."

So Kirrin had approved the report, and Dian began pushing forward as he had promised.

But she never imagined he would bring such an amazing priest from the Order, one who could use Healing Rain. This was more shocking than hearing about her father betraying the Demon King's army.

No matter how I look at it, Dian would make a better principal than me. But I don't want to return to the clan's forest.

I don't have the courage to face my father after giving up everything.

Kirrin looked at the education and training plan on her desk. It was for the "Assassination and Kidnapping" course, which she currently taught.

No matter how skilled the professors were, none could match a dark elf in this field, which is why Kirrin served as the course professor.

Staring at it, Kirrin had a thought.

What if Dian became principal and I stepped down to be the assassination and kidnapping professor...?

The Imperial Castle would get what they want, I would escape the pressure and stress, my father would be somewhat satisfied that his daughter is a professor at a major imperial academy, and Dian would get a high position.

No one loses in this arrangement. This might actually work...?

Ch.11 - The Professor You Chose (1)
I recruited the holy priestess Maya and assigned her to the infirmary. I immediately fired the existing doctor, and for now, we'll operate with just Maya.

Holy healing can treat most ailments on the spot, and Maya, being an oracle priestess, has extraordinary holy power that should be more than sufficient on her own.

Now, let's begin implementing the Combat Department education improvement project in earnest.

The first thing I did was review the latest education and training plans for each subject taught by the professors.

Almost all professors, being true to their profession, did well in aligning with my intentions. The problem was with the assassination and kidnapping course.

This subject wasn't taught by a regular professor but by Principal Kirrin herself. When it comes to assassination and kidnapping, no one can match a Dark Elf.

Would the principal actually update the education and training plan properly? Or would I need to go to her?

Just then, with a knock, something pitch-black entered the professor's office abruptly. It was Kirrin, with her chocolate-smooth skin and ruby-colored eyes.

"Principal. What brings you here?"
"I wanted to show you the newly created education and training plan."

Looking at her hands, I saw documents tucked between approval boards. Hmm, this is unexpected. My first impression was that she would resist until the end.

"Please sit here. I'll review it."

I offered her my chair and pulled up a temporary one to sit beside her.

When I opened the approval board Kirrin had brought, I was surprised. Not only did she follow the format perfectly, but the handwriting was incredibly neat. And the charts were impressive too.

How did she create this so well without using a computer and printer? Is there a ghostwriter somewhere?

"Excuse me, Principal. Who wrote this?"
"I'm sorry... Don't look at the appearance, just check the content."
"Don't tell me you wrote this yourself?"
"Sigh, stop nitpicking. I'm still the principal, so don't treat me like a regular professor."

When I stared at Kirrin, her face turned dark red.

"No, I was asking because it's so well-written that I wondered if you really wrote it yourself."
"What? No, I wrote it! Who else would I ask to do this!"

Oh, this is unexpected. While Dark Elves do live in tribal societies, they aren't typically known for such sophisticated paperwork. That's why I was surprised.

"That's a stereotype. After the war, I studied at a public academy with imperial support. That too was by the Emperor's grace."
"Really? You're an academy graduate? A Dark Elf? Ah, sorry."
"This is really...! Did you think I came here out of nowhere through connections?! I have at least the minimum qualifications!"
"Ah, yes. I understand. I apologize. Haha."

I laughed off Kirrin's anger and reviewed the document.

"Principal. Let's make this process more rigorous. Kidnapping is harder than assassination, isn't it?"
"What? More than this? The students might get hurt..."
"Didn't I tell you? Safety first means what?"
"That's..."

Looking at Kirrin quietly, she mumbled hesitantly.

"Principal dismissal..."
"Good. Change this part like this. Let me continue reviewing."
"Alright..."

With that, I finished reviewing the updated education and training plans for all subjects, including Kirrin's assassination and kidnapping course. Now the real work begins.

"Um, I have something to say..."
"I'll be going now. I need to supervise the armed combat practice right away."

I hurriedly left the office, leaving Kirrin behind.

# # # # #

"What's this all about?"

Graduating class academy students gathered in front of the department bulletin board, murmuring among themselves. They were looking at a notice about today's armed combat class.

The meeting place had suddenly changed from Classroom 4 to the outdoor training ground. Additionally, everyone was instructed to wear the academy's standard combat gear.

Until now, they had only worn combat gear once at the beginning of the semester to be measured for educational equipment. Since then, classes had focused on theory, and they had never worn combat gear again.

"Class president. What's going on?"

The students' gazes turned to Knightley, the graduating class president, who stood at the back with her arms crossed.

Knightley examined the notice carefully with her arrogant golden eyes. Then she spoke coldly.

"Can't you read? It means they're going to run things properly from now on."

At her words, the academy students looked at each other anxiously. "Could it be that new head professor?"

"Don't stand around like idiots. Go get your gear. Surely none of you are clueless about what standard combat gear is?"

As Knightley turned and left, several students who followed her hurried after her.

"Hey, Knightley. Should I get your gear for you?"

As they entered the dormitory, one of her followers groveled. Despite being classmates, their relationship was more like that of a noble lady and her servant.

"Get lost. I'll handle it myself."
"Sure. I'll see you later. I'll wait for you out front."

As Knightley turned and entered her room, her followers bowed their heads submissively.

And a moment later, when they straightened up, their faces were filled with hatred and disgust.

"Stuck-up bitch."
"She's a duke's daughter, not a duke herself."
"Running away to the academy because she didn't want an arranged marriage."
"Quiet. She might hear us. Let's go prepare."

After the followers left, Knightley slowly moved away from the door. Vermin.
They weren't even worth mocking, so Knightley expressionlessly opened her wardrobe and took out her combat gear.

House Toulouse was one of the powerful families in the noble faction. Once a dominant force in the empire, their influence had somewhat diminished after the Four-Year War.
The previous duke, who participated as a commander in the war, failed to achieve any notable accomplishments and even lost more than half of the private army he led. Typical of noble-born commanders.

As a result, their political standing had significantly narrowed against the post-war powers led by the Second Princess—commanders of common birth who had succeeded during the Four-Year War.
Even so, as the saying goes, "Even a ruined rich man lasts three generations," the duke's power remained formidable, to the extent that lower nobles wouldn't dare even speak to the duke.

Knightley was the third daughter of House Toulouse. Inheriting the title was impossible, and unlike her brothers who used the family fortune to start businesses or explore other paths, she found such options difficult.
Besides, Knightley had no interest in such things. She had a career aspiration she had never shared with anyone.

She wanted to be a special agent—one of those secret operatives working for the Imperial Inspectorate or Intelligence Department.

When she was young, she had heard stories from her second brother, who had returned from the Four-Year War, about special task forces that had been active on the battlefield.
Among those stories, Knightley particularly loved hearing about the organization of special mission agents formed solely to kill the Demon King.
This veiled, mysterious special task force was an incredibly stimulating story for a noble lady confined to her cage.

However, there was no known path to becoming a special agent, and Knightley had already been arranged for a strategic marriage before coming of age.
When she heard about the establishment of the Imperial Special Mission Academy, Knightley immediately fled her mansion and escaped to the academy.

Knightley planned to join the Imperial Inspectorate or Intelligence Department after graduation. If she could hold out there until she passed marriageable age, her father might give up on the arranged marriage.

But there was one variable: Academy Principal Kirrin.
For some inexplicable reason, the principal had reduced all the combat department classes—the most important qualification for special agents—creating a major setback in Knightley's plan to escape her arranged marriage by becoming a special agent.

It would be really troublesome if she graduated with mediocre skills. It seemed the new combat head professor was changing things, but still...

The order to wear combat gear and assemble at the outdoor training ground must be related to the new combat head professor.
After causing that commotion with the magic professor at the comprehensive training ground, there would surely be changes in the armed combat class too.
But if this was just some desk jockey with no practical experience throwing his weight around, it would be of no benefit to Knightley.

For now, let's go see. Let's go and find out. I'm really curious about how they're going to handle this.

Fully armored, Knightley drew her wooden sword.
Unlike those of other academy students, its surface was covered with scratches. In fact, this was already her second standard-issue weapon, as the first one had broken.

Her followers were already waiting out front, but Knightley, with her characteristically arrogant expression, completely ignored them and left the dormitory alone.

# # # # #

The academy students gathered at the outdoor training ground all screamed in unison.

"Unlimited dueling?!"
"How can you spring this on us suddenly, Professor!"

As if deaf to the protesting students, Professor Geneve stoically announced the tournament bracket.

The content of this armed combat class was "unlimited dueling." Despite the name, it followed a tournament format with participants advancing through brackets.
The last person standing would receive 50 bonus points and the opportunity to duel with the professor. Additional points would be awarded based on the level of skill shown there.

While 50 bonus points was an enormous reward, after only having theory classes until now, this sudden change...
It must be the idea of that combat head professor standing behind Professor Geneve with a relaxed smile.

But who was that girl standing beside him? Judging by her attire, she looked like a priestess. Could she be the new priestess they said had come to the infirmary? She's so young?

While the academy students exchanged various speculations and whispers, Professor Geneve announced the entire tournament bracket in a monotone voice. The duels began immediately.

The duels were a mess. Since these were children who had barely swung a sword or hit anyone with it since enrollment, it looked more like a kindergarten sports day.

But there were some who performed better than others.
A golden-haired, golden-eyed girl was mercilessly defeating everyone who stood before her, her expression consistently devoid of any discernible emotion.
While her opponents were certainly low-level, looking closely, the girl's swordsmanship was remarkable. How should I put it—at the very least, her fundamentals were extremely solid.

"Geneve. Who's that?"
"She's the class president of the graduating class."

Let's see. Her name is Knightley Toulouse? Toulouse—could it be that Toulouse from the Duke Toulouse family?

"That's correct. She's a student who comes to the training ground alone every day to practice against dummies."
"Oh, I see. A noble family's daughter is quite interesting."

Even as I was talking with Geneve, this girl Knightley defeated three opponents in succession and then turned toward us.

"Professor. I've finished."

Looking now, Knightley was the only one left. Geneve drew a wooden sword and stepped forward.

"Student Knightley. You are awarded 50 bonus points. And for the duel with this professor..."
"No. Not with you, Professor."

Knightley pointed her wooden sword at me standing behind Geneve.

"I'd like to try with that person."
"Huh? You want to duel with me? Why?"
"I'm curious about what kind of person you are."

Knightley answered.

"The sudden change in class is clearly due to the head professor's influence, but I want to know if you're doing this with knowledge or if you're just taking risks out of initial enthusiasm for your new position."

At her bold attitude, Professor Geneve said nothing, and I stepped forward with a smile.

"Head Professor. She's the daughter of Duke Toulouse."
"I know, I know. But how can I refuse when she challenges me like that?"
"She must not die."
"I got it. I won't kill her."

Taking the wooden sword, I stepped forward to face Knightley and asked:

"So you're saying you want me to prove whether I'm qualified to do this sort of thing? Is that right?"
"That's right."
"Then come at me as you wish. If you last one exchange, you get 300 bonus points. If you last two exchanges, 500 points."

At my declaration, gasps erupted from all around. With that many bonus points, one could get a perfect score without even taking the exam, or skip half the attendance and still get full marks.

"What are you waiting for? Aren't you coming?"

As I twirled the wooden sword and gripped it in reverse, Knightley charged with a battle cry.

# # # # #

Lying on the ground with a nosebleed, Knightley stared at her broken wooden sword that had landed some distance away.

Ugh, ack, urk.
The duel with the combat head professor could be summarized like this.

He looked like a pale bookworm, and when he held the wooden sword strangely, I thought he was indeed an inexperienced desk jockey professor.
But as the sky and ground flipped and her vision temporarily went dark, Knightley realized: This professor was beyond human categorization.

While perhaps not as legendary as the veiled rumors of the Demon King Assassination Task Force that she had heard from her second brother, he was certainly an insane human being.
I like this professor.

Ch.12 - The Professor You Chose (2)
The rumor about Knightley, the senior class president and daughter of Duke Toulouse, being utterly defeated by the Head Professor of Combat spread like wildfire. Everyone was talking about the unbelievable 50-point bonus and the professor's insane swordsmanship.

With just two swings of his wooden sword, Knightley had been flipped upside down onto the floor with a pained groan. None of the many students present could clearly see exactly how the Head Professor had neutralized her.

"How could anyone treat a high noble's daughter like that? What kind of madman is he? Does he have two lives to spare?"

When the Combat Department professors heard the news, they were all shocked and dismayed.

"Just when things were finally running smoothly, he causes such a huge incident!"

The dwarf Kazador slammed the desk in anger while Morton from Comprehensive Combat quietly reprimanded Geneve, who had been present at the scene.

"What were you doing that you couldn't stop him?"
"How could a mere subject professor stop the Head Professor's actions?"

At Geneve's response, Anna from Combat Horsemanship wrung her hands and whimpered.

"Our Combat Department is finished now... If Duke Toulouse finds out his daughter was beaten and storms into the Academy..."
"Haha. Surely it won't come to that? This is a school where students learn. Injuries can happen during practice."

Waver, the eternal optimist, smiled brightly, but most of the professors' faces were filled with worry.

"You can mess with anyone else, but you should never touch the real nobility..."
"I don't know. Better prepare resignation letters just in case."

While the Combat Department professors—who had hoped for practical training but never expected such an aggressive approach—were feeling gloomy, the Theory Department, which stood in opposition to the Combat Department, was also actively discussing the matter.

"Head Professor, what do you think? Will the Toulouse family take action?"
"If it's that troublesome Toulouse we're talking about, they'll likely turn the Academy upside down."

In the Theory Department faculty office, Ismera, the Head Professor of Theory sitting at the head seat, quietly listened to the professors' conversation.

"Surely the Combat Department's blunder won't affect us too, right? The Principal Kirrin is already in a precarious position."
"What on earth is that new Head Professor of Combat thinking?"

The Combat Head Professor Dian had suddenly "appeared" at the Academy one day.

A Head Professor of Combat should certainly be an experienced veteran warrior, but this Dian character was just a pale young man. Judging by appearance alone, he would be better suited as a Theory Department professor or an Academy librarian.

The Theory professors had thoroughly investigated his background but found nothing specific. That was strange in itself.

Whether impressive or humble, something should have come up, but for some reason, there was no way to find out what Dian had done in the past.

Because of this, the Theory professors speculated that Dian might be a former imperial special agent. That type of person typically had such a mysterious background.

However, Ismera had used her connections to learn a bit about Dian. He had belonged to one of several special task forces created during the Four-Year War and had accomplished remarkable achievements there.

She didn't know his exact specialty, but it was enough that he could beat the daughter of Duke Toulouse with a wooden sword in front of everyone and still remain composed. Or perhaps he simply didn't know exactly what kind of family the Toulouse was.

"What's certain," Ismera spoke, and all the professors fell silent, focusing their attention on her.

"Is that we should be watching the Imperial Castle now, not the Toulouse family."

The professors nodded with quiet admiration at her words.

"Indeed. It's common knowledge that the Imperial Castle wants to remove Principal Kirrin. The Combat Head Professor's reckless behavior was all approved by Principal Kirrin, so the Imperial Castle might use this as an opportunity."
"Given the current atmosphere, even if the Toulouse family doesn't make an issue of it, the Imperial Castle might deliberately escalate the matter to remove the Principal. Then naturally, the next Principal would be..."

The professors looked at Ismera with expectant expressions, but she only responded with an inscrutable smile.

With her wheat-field-like platinum blonde hair, emerald-reminiscent green eyes, and long ears, her appearance was dazzling.

Ismera was an elf. She had an unusual background—after her forest was burned down by the Demon King's army, she migrated to the human world with her surviving clan members and became an Academy professor.

Like most elves, she was intelligent and became a Senior Master in just ten years, then was appointed as Head Professor of the newly established Special Mission Academy. She was different from Kirrin, the dark elf who was the Emperor's parachute appointment.

Perhaps because of this, Kirrin found both the Second Princess and Ismera extremely burdensome.

With the previous Combat Head Professor having fled, leaving the position vacant, the Principal's deputy was the Theory Head Professor. And as it happened, Ismera was a pure-blooded elf with an impressive career, in stark contrast to Kirrin.

Kirrin wasn't stupid and was making every effort not to be dismissed, but she couldn't avoid being compared to Ismera one way or another.

So the Theory Department professors were running hopeful scenarios: if the Imperial Castle removed Kirrin, wouldn't Ismera take that vacant position? And if Ismera's position became vacant, could one of them possibly rise to it?

"Let's not act rashly. This matter is entirely for the Principal and the Combat Head Professor to handle. It's not something for our Theory Department to debate about."

With an attitude that revealed nothing of her thoughts, Ismera dismissed the professors' excited discussion.

"This concludes our morning meeting. Now everyone..."
"Head Professor! Head Professor!"

Just as Ismera was rising from her seat, a Theory Department assistant came running in, breathless.

"There's chaos! Duke Toulouse is coming to the Academy!"

# # # # #

While the Combat and Theory Department professors were showing opposite reactions.

"I'm dead now..."

In the Principal's office, Kirrin, her already dark skin growing even darker, was crouched down and muttering to herself.

Her signature was on the final approval line of the Combat Department's education training improvement plan, and if the Toulouse family pursued this matter, she would have to bear all responsibility.

The Toulouse family was a great house wielding enormous influence in the Imperial Noble Council. If such a family raised a fuss, the Imperial Castle, which had been waiting for an opportunity, would pretend they had no choice but to dismiss Kirrin, and she would have to return to her clan's forest to face her father.

Her clan had betrayed the Demon King's army and sided with humans, betting their fate, and miraculously, when the previous life ended with humanity's victory, the clan suddenly became the Emperor's life saviors.

Because of this, her father had sent Kirrin to study at a public academy to fully integrate the clan into the Empire, and then placed her as the Principal of this Special Mission Academy.

Rather than nullifying her father's efforts and returning to the forest, it would be better to commit suicide here...

"P-Principal...!"

As she was in extreme conflict, looking at the dagger she had pulled from her sleeve, the administrative director rushed in with a pale face.

"Eek!? What are you doing? This is no time to be polishing your dagger!"

The administrative director flailed his arms, scolding Kirrin who was holding the dagger.

"Duke Toulouse is coming to the Academy! Ah, Principal!"

The administrative director screamed as he saw Kirrin falling backward with foam at her mouth.

# # # # #

Receiving a sudden summons, I went to the Academy's main gate where professors were already gathered.

At the very front were Principal Kirrin and Theory Head Professor Ismera.

"This way, Combat Head Professor."

Ismera, who had just spotted me, pointed to her side with an elf's characteristically benevolent and beautiful smile.

"Hello, Theory Head Professor. But... are you alright, Principal?"
"I-I-I think I'll be f-fine...?"

Unlike the calm Ismera, Principal Kirrin was trembling as if she might faint at any moment.

Actually, thinking about it, it's not strange that the two have different reactions.

Kirrin fears the Second Princess, but Professor Ismera has no particular connection. And in Duke Toulouse's case, he's probably coming because of the incident where I knocked down Knightley in armed combat class.

That also has nothing to do with Professor Ismera, so she's watching like it's someone else's problem. But it's different for Kirrin. She has to deal with both the Second Princess and Toulouse directly.

And unfortunately, not just one but both are coming at the same time, so it wouldn't be surprising if she fainted right here.

"A carriage is approaching!"

With the guard's shout, we could see a carriage in the distance, raising dust as it rushed toward us.

"It's Duke Toulouse!"    "Sob...!"

Kirrin covered her mouth as if about to burst into tears, and Professor Ismera patted her back, telling her not to worry too much.

That's when I caught a smile spreading across Ismera's lips. It was completely different from the benevolent smile she had shown me earlier. It was almost like... like... a sneer.

But everyone was watching the approaching duke's carriage, so I was the only one who saw that momentary smile. I should remember that.

The carriage, having just passed through the main gate, came to an abrupt stop in front of the faculty. The door opened, and a middle-aged man stepped down briskly. It was Duke Toulouse.

"Principal Kirrin!"

As Duke Toulouse shouted in anger, poor Principal Kirrin staggered and leaned against Ismera's shoulder.

"When you said you'd teach our child well, where was that promise? What the hell is going on here! Which madman beat up a young girl like that!"
"W-well..."

Seeing Kirrin trembling pitifully, I stepped forward to block the duke and shouted.

"Commander! It's been a long time!"

At those words, Duke Toulouse's eyes nearly popped out as he turned his gaze to me.

"What?! You! Lieutenant Dian?!"
"That's right!"
"This is insane! Why are you here?!"
"I know! I never thought I'd meet you here again, Commander."
"You bastard! You suddenly disappeared, and I thought you were dead!"

The duke broke into a broad smile and embraced me tightly.

# # # # #

What is happening?

Seeing the duke and the Combat Head Professor suddenly embracing each other, Ismera felt extreme bewilderment.

Surely, surely she had expected the Principal and Combat Head Professor to be thoroughly crushed...

Ch.13 - The Professor You Chose (3)
Several ornate carriages were racing down the road in a line. Each was an identical luxurious six-horse carriage with the Toulouse ducal crest painted on the doors.

The Duke was heading to the Academy for a "parent-teacher conference" after hearing the news that his daughter Knightley had been beaten by a professor. He was furious—or perhaps "delighted" would be a better description.

The Duke hadn't been angry now, but rather when Knightley had fled to the Academy to escape her arranged marriage.

Currently, the Empire was divided into two major factions: the Noble Council that had traditionally ruled the Empire, and the opposing side consisting of commanders like the 2nd Princess who had achieved meteoric success during the Four-Year War, along with some minor nobles.

The former group had revealed their incompetence during the Four-Year War, causing their position to weaken considerably and putting them at a significant disadvantage against the latter faction.

At such times, internal unity was crucial, which was why the Duke had carefully selected a suitable family for Knightley's marriage. But she had run away to the Academy—specifically to the Special Mission Academy managed by the 2nd Princess, who stood on the opposite political side from him.

Initially, the Duke had tried to bring Knightley back, but he couldn't. The Academy had responded that, in principle, it was impossible to expel a student due to external intervention. The Duke firmly believed this was the 2nd Princess's scheme.

He thought she intended to hold noble children hostage to weaken their families' power. It was particularly troublesome timing, as some nobles were already showing signs of defection from the traditional power structure by sending their children to the Special Mission Academy.

But now the situation had changed. As a parent, he planned to strongly protest the professor's assault on his student and bring Knightley home. That's why he was delighted rather than angry.

No matter how "special" the mission academy claimed to be, if they refused to release Knightley even under these circumstances, the Noble Council would surely rise up in protest.

After stepping out of his carriage, the Duke immediately began berating the unsteady-looking Dark Elf Principal with all his might—or rather, he was in the middle of doing so.

Suddenly, some fellow inserted himself between the Duke and the Principal, greeting him as "Commander." How dare he! Who does he think he is? Does he know who I am?

But when the Duke recognized the man's face, his body went cold with shock, rendering him speechless.

That man... Lieutenant Dian?!

The Duke's connection with Lieutenant Dian began during a desperate situation when the noble military coalition, led by Duke Toulouse, was retreating after a devastating defeat.

The Duke remembered that moment all too vividly.

The noble army's front line had collapsed against the Demon King's forces due to the incompetent noble commanders' repeated blunders. They were fleeing chaotically toward the rear, but they had already been caught and were continuously losing troops.

Two young officers visited the nobles' temporary camp as they stood with their backs against the wall.

They introduced themselves as members of some unit from some department in the Empire, saying they had come to carry out a special mission.

That mission was tracking the White Dragon Hindrasta, a major headache on the frontlines.

They had been searching for it since it mysteriously disappeared a month ago, and rushed here after hearing it had recently reappeared.

"What's the connection between Hindrasta's appearance and your coming here?"
"Hindrasta is lying in ambush along the nobles' retreat route. You should change your course."

At first, Duke Toulouse and the commanders didn't believe them. They even dismissed it as an imperial plot to weaken the Noble Council during this chaotic situation.

"You're free to think that way. If we just left you alone, it would be a perfect opportunity to annihilate the Noble Council's private armies. Why would we bother giving you this information?"

Lieutenant Dian shrugged.

"You can continue leading your troops with the same arrogance and stubbornness you've shown throughout the war, straight into the dragon's jaws. It makes no difference to us."

The already on-edge commanders grew furious and drew their swords, but the young officers didn't even flinch.

"Lieutenant Dian, was it?"

Duke Toulouse spoke up.

"Fine. Let's say Hindrasta is lying in ambush. But as you said, why would an imperial special unit help us?"
"I was against it, actually. But this friend here said that would be inhumane."

Lieutenant Dian pointed to the tall, handsome Lieutenant Linus with blond hair and blue eyes standing beside him.

"A justice devotee, you know? So rigid that he has to act according to his beliefs to feel satisfied."

Lieutenant Dian chuckled while Lieutenant Linus stared at him with a stern expression. What was with those two?

"Anyway, change your route. We've given you fair warning."

After the two officers left, the commanders fiercely debated the matter. In the end, they decided to change their route.

They needed to retreat anyway, and Duke Toulouse, having seen the look in those officers' eyes, decided to trust them.

The next day, their words proved true.

As the noble army was bypassing the valley where Hindrasta was supposedly lying in ambush, they suddenly felt the ground shake and heard an indescribably terrible roar.

Looking back, they glimpsed enormous wings flashing between the valley walls and terrifying flames shooting upward. Boom! Boom! KRAAAAAAAH!!

Everyone was stunned and flattened themselves against the ground. Moments later, they saw the White Dragon's massive body rapidly rising above the valley. Its normally white skin was stained with soot and blood.

As Hindrasta fled over the noble army, red blood rained down upon them.

Duke Toulouse still couldn't forget that day.

After extensive inquiries, he discovered that one of those officers was Linus, who later became the Hero of the Continent who killed the Demon King. The Duke wanted to reward him generously, but Linus refused.

So he tried to find the whereabouts of the other officer, Dian, but to no avail. No one knew where he had gone.

The Duke had wanted to repay his life debt if they ever met again, and now, unexpectedly, they were meeting at this Academy.

# # # # #

"Why are you here, Dian?"
"It's a long story. For now, let's go inside. The other professors are busy."
"What? Haha, right! Let's go in!"

The Duke entered the Principal's office along with the Principal and Ismera, the Head Professor of Theory, an elf.

Even as tea was being served, the Duke didn't spare a glance at the Principal and continued talking with Dian. He seemed to have forgotten about Knightley already.

"Head Professor of Combat? Impressive! Yes, that's the perfect position for someone like you."
"Thank you, Your Grace. Though I didn't come here by choice—I was dragged here."

Seeing our friendly interaction, Kirrin tilted her head in confusion, while Ismera quietly bit her lip. I didn't miss that.

After remaining silent for a moment, Ismera changed her expression to a smile and spoke.

"It's wonderful to see you two enjoying your reunion. I'm sure you'd be even happier to see your daughter."
"Huh? Daughter? Ah, right. That's why I came."

The Duke cleared his throat, finally remembering that he had come because of Knightley.

"Principal Kirrin."
"Eek! Y-yes!"

Principal Kirrin straightened her back with a startled squeak.

"I recently heard that some madman thoroughly beat my daughter."
"Ah, th-that..."
"No matter how short its history, this is an Academy officially recognized by the Empire. How could such an outrageous incident occur?"

Kirrin looked like she was about to cry, and Ismera patted her shoulder. However, there was a barely perceptible smile on her lips.

"I'll explain that matter, Your Grace."

Ismera spoke while comforting the trembling Kirrin.

"Recently, the Academy has greatly revised its combat education methods. Principal Kirrin approved a plan to make training more practical. There seems to have been some minor discord in the process."

Oh, look at that. Not the hitting mother-in-law but the intervening sister-in-law. She's planning to place all the blame on Kirrin.

"So, who is this person who hit my daughter? A professor? An assistant? Or a fellow student? Whoever it is, how dare they touch a member of the Toulouse ducal family..."
"Ah, about that. That was me."

I spoke with a laugh, and the Duke stared at me blankly.

"Dian, you hit my daughter?"
"Yes, Your Grace. We decided that the most outstanding student would duel directly with a professor and receive appropriate bonus points. Your daughter naturally ranked first, but for some reason, they designated me instead of the subject professor. With so many eyes watching, I couldn't really go easy on her..."
"Then she deserved it!"

When the Duke suddenly shouted after listening quietly to my explanation, Kirrin jumped in shock, and even Ismera flinched.

"Well done, Dian! That's right! How can noble children learn properly if they're always given special treatment? This is actually a good thing!"

The Duke laughed heartily, slapping his knee.

"I was planning to destroy this place if it was some incompetent nobody, but to think you're teaching Knightley. It's better to let her continue attending this Academy."
"Thank you for your understanding, Your Grace. Though as Head Professor, I don't teach her directly..."
"Please take good care of our Knightley from now on, Dian."

The Duke grabbed my hand warmly and shook it. Sigh, I've accidentally been mistaken for something like a homeroom teacher.
But seeing Kirrin wiping her cold sweat and sighing deeply with relief, I found it difficult to correct the misunderstanding right away, so I just smiled and nodded.

# # # # #

"Farewell, Your Grace."
"Take care, Dian. I'll visit again soon. Let's have a proper conversation then."

The Duke leaned his upper body out of the carriage window, waving as he departed. And there was Combat Head Professor Dian, waving back.

Watching this, Ismera bit her lip.

This wasn't the scenario she had expected. She had anticipated the Duke would turn everything upside down at the Academy, and the imperial court would promptly dismiss Kirrin and promote Ismera, her deputy, to Principal.

"What's wrong, Professor Ismera?"
"Hm? What do you mean?"

When Dian suddenly addressed her, Ismera hurriedly changed her expression and smiled.

"Nothing. You looked a bit unwell. Are you feeling alright?"
"I'm fine. I'm only human—I was just a bit nervous about Duke Toulouse's visit."
"Is that so? Oh no, Principal!"

As Ismera quietly turned and walked away, Dian caught the Principal, who was collapsing with her hand on her forehead.

Ch.14 - The Professor You Chose (4)
Kirrin opened her eyes quietly, awakened by a warm sensation.

The first thing she saw was an unfamiliar ceiling. And a girl with an expressionless face looking down at her. What's going on?

"Try moving your eyes."

Maya, the holy priestess, spoke flatly while caressing Kirrin's body with her hands, which glowed with a golden light.

After staring blankly at the girl for a moment, Kirrin suddenly remembered the holy priestess that Combat Head Professor Dian had brought from the Order. Right, that's it. This child is the priestess from our academy's infirmary.

So this is the infirmary? Why am I here? I definitely went out to see off Duke Toulouse, and after that...

"Try moving your eyes."
"Ah, yes..."

Rolling her eyes around to take in the infirmary surroundings, Kirrin tried to recall her fragmented memories. But she failed.

"Excuse me, Priestess. Could you tell me why I'm here...?"
"You fainted due to the sudden release of excessive tension. Head Professor Dian brought you here with the Principal."
"Professor Dian...? Where is he now...?"
"There's nothing particularly wrong with your body. Now rest."

Before Kirrin could finish speaking, Priestess Maya said only what she wanted to say and stood up from her seat. Despite her cute appearance, she had an extremely blunt personality. The complete opposite of me, who always makes the worst judgments and decisions despite my cool appearance.

As Kirrin listened to the scratching sound of Maya's pen on paper after returning to her desk, she thought about her earlier meeting with the Duke.

Duke Toulouse had definitely stormed into the academy to protest about his daughter Knightley being struck with a wooden sword by Professor Dian. And as soon as he jumped out of his carriage, he started hurling abuse at Kirrin.

From the moment the carriage came into view, Kirrin had been so terrified she was on the verge of passing out. She had anticipated this incident snowballing and ultimately resulting in her dismissal.

If I get fired, I'll have to return to my father. I might be punished according to the clan's rules. I'd rather walk into a dragon's mouth than return empty-handed to my father!!

"Commander! It's been a while!"

At that moment, Dian suddenly stepped in front of Kirrin and greeted the Duke as if they knew each other. And then a miracle happened.

The Duke, recognizing Dian, laughed heartily and embraced him, maintaining a cheerful and friendly atmosphere even in the Principal's office!?

Just when it seemed everything would be smoothed over nicely, Theory Head Professor Ismera suddenly brought up Knightley.

Realizing his original purpose for coming, the Duke's face turned red and purple with anger. Oh no, is this really the end now...?

No matter how great Dian might be, he surely couldn't boldly say "I hit your daughter" right to a father's face... But that wasn't the case.

"I was the one who did it."

A second salvation. Dian completely diverted the Duke's attention from Kirrin to himself and explained the situation.

After listening quietly, the Duke actually said it was for the best, and asked Dian to take good care of Knightley, vigorously shaking his hand.

Even seeing everything unfold before her eyes, Kirrin couldn't believe it. Really... is it really ending like this...?

Kirrin remained bewildered as she watched the carriage carrying the Duke drive away, and only after it disappeared from view did she finally realize.

It's over... It's over. The Duke didn't turn the academy upside down, didn't hold Kirrin responsible, and instead left in an extremely good mood.

I can keep my position as Principal and won't have to face the worst-case scenario of returning to my father. I'm saved!

She must have fainted after that, which would explain her memory gap.

Dian had once boldly declared, while completely overhauling the Combat Department's curriculum, that he would take responsibility.

He had promised to protect Kirrin if anything happened, and today he truly kept that promise.

Dian... protected me from the Duke's anger...

"Kyaaaah!"
"Please be quiet."
"I'm sorry, Priestess..."

Picking up the blanket that had fallen to the floor, Kirrin had to bury her face in it to hide her spreading smile.

Seeing this, Priestess Maya meticulously wrote in the patient's chart:

[Principal Kirrin Nemara. After temporary fainting, screams or laughs without reason. Further psychological evaluation recommended.]

# # # # #

Rumors spread instantly that Combat Head Professor Dian and Duke Toulouse knew each other and that the Duke was extremely pleased to see him.

The Combat Department professors who witnessed this firsthand were in a festive mood. They had feared their department might be in danger of dissolution, but that wasn't the case.

"I never thought Duke Toulouse was capable of making such an expression."
"I know. Remember when he caused a scene demanding Knightley back? That was no joke."
"Just who is our Head Professor to be on such friendly terms with the Duke?"

Combat Riding Professor Anna, who had been listening from the corner, cautiously offered her theory.

"Could he possibly be... a secret prince...?"
"What?"

All the professors turned to look at Anna in disbelief.

"Well... there have been rumors... that he's such a troublemaker... that they've hidden him as a commoner for the sake of the Imperial Castle's reputation..."
"Hmm, that's not entirely baseless."

Magic Response Professor Orendi nodded while stroking her chin.

"While our Head Professor isn't exactly a troublemaker, he's not exactly diligent either. And his demeanor is completely different from the 2nd Princess or other princes and princesses."
"That's nonsense."

Comprehensive Combat Professor Morton flatly rejected Orendi's opinion.

"The imperial family has had silver hair for generations. But the Head Professor's hair is brown."
"Well, changing it with magic would be no big deal. What do you think, Professor Waver?"
"I agree with you, Orendi. Should we try to get on the Head Professor's good side while we can?"

Eternally positive Waver and Orendi laughed together, and the other professors joined in, telling them to stop talking nonsense.

Only Psychological Warfare Professor Felimina remained silent, adjusting her glasses.

Meanwhile, the atmosphere in the Theory Department was so gloomy one might think their entire budget had been cut.

In truth, the Theory Department professors didn't care much whether Dian was friends with the Duke or not. Their somber expressions were due to Ismera sitting at the head of the table.

Throughout the morning meeting, Ismera hadn't spoken a single word. Even after the meeting ended, she remained frozen in place like a stone.

So the professors were all watching her cautiously, unable to leave.

Dian, who had become Combat Head Professor as if he'd fallen from the sky. His past was shrouded in mystery, and on the surface, he appeared to be just a pale man who strolled around the academy with his hands behind his back.

Yet in less than a month since his appointment, he had convinced Principal Kirrin to overhaul the Combat Department curriculum and beaten the prestigious Knightley of the Toulouse family with a wooden sword.

And if that wasn't enough, he embraced the furious Duke Toulouse and sent him off with smiles all around.

He was clearly someone extraordinary. That much was certain, but... Creak-!

The professors flinched at the sound and glanced nervously at Ismera.

If only a little longer... I could have replaced that incompetent dark elf as Principal...

When news broke that the Hero of the Continent, Linus, had been designated as the next Principal, Ismera had been ready to give up everything.

But suddenly, someone else arrived instead of Linus. And not as Principal, but as a professor. Ismera had placed considerable expectations on this turn of events...

Kirrin, who received special treatment simply because she was a member of the clan that prevented the Emperor's assassination.

Even though you only participated in the assassination attempt and then betrayed them halfway. You weren't even there, and everything was done by your father.

I lost my forest to the Demon King's army and barely survived, reaching this position after ten years of blood and sweat. But you...

Creak- Creak-!

Ismera continued grinding her teeth, not even bothering to wear her usual mask of gentleness and benevolence, her face darkened by a chilling shadow.

# # # # #

Rumors about her father eventually reached Knightley's ears.

"Knightley, what's the relationship between the Combat Head and your father?"
"Could Professor Dian be a nobleman too? Your father is such an important person. If they know each other..."
"I don't know. Stop asking."

Knightley coldly replied to her followers' questions with contemptuous eyes.

"And why are you curious about that? Trying to get on that professor's good side?"
"No, that's not it... I was just wondering..."

Knightley didn't even listen to the rest and turned away, walking down the corridor.

The same people who were most pleased when I was beaten by the Combat Head Professor are now trying to dig up information about Professor Dian through me, thinking they might gain something.

They're nobles like me, but they're so disgusting and detestable I can't stand it.

But... does this mean Dad has given up on making me drop out and sending me off for a political marriage? If so, that would be great.

This means Professor Dian, whom I barely know, has essentially protected me. I really like that professor.

Capable, well-connected, and handsome too. I'd like to get closer to Professor Dian. I wonder if there's a way...

After standing still for a moment in thought, Knightley seemed to come up with an idea and headed toward the main building where the Principal's office was located.

# # # # #

While the academy was buzzing about the Duke's visit...

I was summoned to the Principal's office and heard something completely unexpected.

"You want ME to personally mentor Knightley?!"

Ch.15 - The Professor You Chose (5)
"Are you asking me to personally mentor Knightley, right now?"

I thought I might have misheard, but that couldn't be. Principal Kirrin couldn't meet my gaze and just nodded her head.

"I'd really appreciate it if you could."
"Why on earth? You're talking about making me her homeroom professor, but I'm the Head Professor."
"That's true, but..."

Seeing Kirrin unable to continue and hanging her head, a thought occurred to me.

"Principal. Is this because Duke Toulouse asked you to take good care of Knightley? Is that it?"
"That's part of it..."
"That's just a figure of speech. He's not actually asking me to tutor his daughter."
"Actually..."

Kirrin touched her forehead as if about to say something very difficult.

"Actually, Knightley herself requested a meeting with you."
"What, did she ask to make me her homeroom professor?"
"Not exactly a homeroom professor, but she's hoping for personal combat instruction about once a week."
"That girl is quite bold. Even if she's a duke's daughter, this is still an academy."

I clicked my tongue, and Kirrin looked at me with desperate eyes.

"Dian. Could you please help me out? Please?"
"I am helping you. Like I said before, I've been turning the Combat Department upside down to keep you from getting fired."
"O-of course, I'm truly grateful for that. And, I didn't get to say this earlier because of the commotion... thank you for protecting me during the Duke's visit."

Kirrin bowed her head slightly. This part surprised me.
Dark Elves are cold-blooded creatures who live in gloomy forests, matching their appearance. Apologizing, asking favors, and expressing gratitude aren't things Dark Elves do.

"If it hadn't been for you, I would have been dismissed long ago. I'm truly grateful. I don't know how to repay you, but..."
"No need for repayment. We're just helping each other. Anyway, so what? You want me to teach Knightley once a week?"
"Y-yes... I'd appreciate it if you could. I'm sorry for burdening you... No, no, no."

Suddenly, Kirrin waved her hands.

"Forget what I said. Come to think of it, I can't treat the Head Professor like a private tutor just because a student requested a meeting. That's absurd. No, Dian. I'm sorry. You can go now."
"Are you alright? You're rambling."

After staring at me for a moment, Kirrin covered her face with both hands and sighed heavily with fatigue.

"I never wanted to be Principal..."
"I thought you wanted this position?"
"No..."

Kirrin sighed deeply again.

"I came here because my father forced me... I can't quit even though I hate it... If I did, I would probably..."

As Kirrin was about to say more, she suddenly stood up from her chair. Then, unexpectedly, she knelt down?!

"Dian...! Please help me! I'm begging you..."
"Principal! Don't do this."
"I really did my best... It's true I diminished the Combat Department, but I strengthened other classes in exchange and secured a lot of budget..."

Kirrin placed both hands on the floor, almost prostrating herself.

"Since you came, I've been doing everything you asked... I'll continue to do so... please help me... Dian... Don't let me go back to the forest..."
"Alright, Principal. Please calm down."
"Please... please..."

But Kirrin began to sob, tears streaming down her face.

"I don't want to go back to the forest... It's terrifying... Please..."
"What happens if you go back?"
"Hic... ugh... uugh..."

Kirrin couldn't answer and just moaned, her hands starting to tremble.

This is pretty severe. What kind of tribe and father would make her...

The head of the Nemara clan, Kirrin's father, betrayed the other clans during an assassination attempt on the Emperor, I recall.
That was when Linus and I were just starting to make our mark. Like the cunning Dark Elf he was, he anticipated the outcome of the resulting war and sided with the eventual victor in advance.

After the war, he demanded to repay his life debt to the Emperor by placing his daughter as the Principal here. The first step toward his clan being fully accepted as members of society.
So if Kirrin were to be dismissed as Principal and return to the forest, her father would never forgive her. She would have turned all his plans to dust.

What kind of punishment would he inflict?

The Dark Elves I encountered during the war were horrifyingly cruel. Even before the war, they made their living doing dirty work like assassinations and kidnappings, using their racial traits.
The entire race has nothing to do with concepts like conscience, justice, compassion, or love. Kirrin, kneeling and crying here, is so unusual she could be described as a mutant.

I imagine she would suffer something so terrible I couldn't even imagine it. They're not the kind to show mercy, even to a daughter.

Poor thing.

Unwillingly, but out of fear, she became a parachute Principal on her father's orders.
The 2nd Princess and other post-war powers weren't happy having a turncoat Dark Elf as the Academy Principal, and Kirrin, noticing this, struggled desperately to hold onto her position.
Because if she didn't, she would be sent back to the forest and her father—a place she absolutely didn't want to return to.

I've thought about running away and disappearing thousands, tens of thousands of times. But I didn't have confidence in escaping from fellow Dark Elves.
It would be impossible for Kirrin, a half-human, to evade the tracking of pureblooded Dark Elves.

And that's why Kirrin alone was sent out of the forest to use the Empire's education system and enter public service.
Being of mixed blood, her coldness and cruelty were somewhat dulled compared to purebloods, making her suitable as the clan's first representative in imperial society.

"Dian... I'll do whatever you want and never interfere... You can use all the budget I've been saving however you want... Just... don't let me get expelled from the academy and sent back..."
"You don't need to say that, Principal. I was planning to help anyway. Having you here makes things easier for me and my friend."

I crouched down and patted Kirrin's shoulder.

"I'll check in on Knightley from time to time. That should be enough to satisfy both her and the Duke without me having to mentor her full-time."

To be honest, I have nothing to lose here.
When I first learned about Knightley's existence and looked through her academic records, I found her grades were quite good. With just a little guidance, she'll surely soar.
If we raise the standard of our first graduates, Kirrin can gain recognition from the 2nd Princess, continue as Principal, and that makes things easier for Linus and me.

Besides, once a week isn't really taking up my time, and the Duke who owes me his life can't complain. He might even be pleased that I'm taking an interest in his daughter.

It's a win-win situation with little downside. I get to look good, and Kirrin can perform her duties as Principal more stably. Good for me, Kirrin, Linus, and the 2nd Princess.

"So please calm down now. You look unseemly."
"Thank you, Dian!"

As I took her still-trembling hand, Kirrin suddenly pulled me into an embrace. A Dark Elf's skin is quite cool and soft. I never knew that before.

"Oh, sorry..."

As I was enjoying that pleasant sensation, Kirrin pushed me away in embarrassment.

"Are you feeling better now? Stop crying. This is the first time I've ever seen a Dark Elf cry. But your tears aren't black, I see."

At my joke, Kirrin smiled slightly, her mood somewhat lightened. That's also the first time I've seen a Dark Elf smile like that.

"Well, I'll be going now. I should at least see the face of this noble young lady Knightley."
"Thank you, Dian. Thank you so much."

Feeling awkward as Kirrin kept bowing as if I were the Principal, I quickly left the office.

Goodness, how can someone suddenly look so pitiful?

But she keeps mentioning the budget—just how much has she saved up?

# # # # #

After Dian left, Kirrin wiped her eyes with her sleeve and staggered back to her desk.

Knightley had suddenly visited the Principal's office and demanded that Professor Dian be assigned as her homeroom professor. It was an absurd request.
Kirrin wasn't a fool; she knew such a thing was impossible.

But even so, she didn't dare refuse the Duke of Toulouse's daughter to her face. So she asked Dian for help once again.

And once again, Dian seemed to have decided to protect her.

Kirrin had graduated from a public academy against her will and became Principal here against her will as well.
Behind all this was her father, the head of the Nemara clan, and Kirrin feared disappointing her father and being expelled from her position more than death itself.

She had thought about running away and disappearing thousands of times. But she didn't have confidence in escaping from fellow Dark Elves.
It would be impossible for Kirrin, a half-human, to evade the tracking of pureblooded Dark Elves.

That's why Kirrin alone was sent out of the forest to use the Empire's education system and enter public service.
Being of mixed blood, her coldness and cruelty were somewhat dulled compared to purebloods, making her suitable as the clan's first representative in imperial society.

This was why Kirrin represented her clan in human society, and also why she thanked Dian, apologized to him, showed him her tears, and even harbored feelings for him.

Dian had patted her shoulder and held her trembling hand. He comforted her with kind words and expressions.
Though it might not have been his actual intention, if that's how it appeared to her, then that's what it was.

How many times had Dian saved her now...? No words of gratitude could ever express it.

At this point, Kirrin began to concretize the vague plan in her mind.

The outlandish plan to step down as Principal to become a mere professor specializing in assassination and kidnapping, and elevate Dian to the position of Principal.

The 2nd Princess would be happy to get rid of the Emperor's parachute appointment, Dian would benefit from the high position, she would be relieved of all the pressure, and her father might be somewhat satisfied with her still being a professor.

Suddenly, Kirrin had a thought and hurriedly looked up the academy rules.

Let's see, let's see... If one gets married and has a child, can one take a leave of absence...?

She was just checking, just in case. The look in Dian's eyes when he held her hand earlier seemed unusual.

Though it might not have been his actual intention, if that's how it appeared to her, then that's what it was.

# # # # #

I wonder if Kirrin has calmed down and come to her senses by now.
I'll keep helping her as I have been, so she should hold on tight and stick to her position as Principal.

But is this the right place? It should be about time for class to end.

Just then, the classroom door opened, and students who had finished their theory class poured out. Among them, I could spot a particularly noticeable golden-haired, golden-eyed female student.

"Knightley Toulouse. Let's have a word."

Ch.16 - The Professor You Chose (6)
After finishing class, Knightley had to stop in her tracks. People were standing still, unable to exit the classroom.

Rising on her tiptoes, she saw students gathered ahead, murmuring among themselves. What's going on?

"The Head Professor of Combat is up front!"

Several students pushed past Knightley's shoulder excitedly, moving forward. Head Professor of Combat—that would be Professor Dian?

Professor Dian had suddenly appeared not long ago without any prior notice. His first appearance before students was during the senior class's comprehensive combat training. There, Dian made a spectacular debut by summoning the magic defense professor and having him unleash attack spells at students.

After Professor Dian's arrival, the Combat Department's curriculum completely changed. Previously, classes rarely ventured outdoors and were conducted halfheartedly in classrooms with teaching assistants demonstrating techniques. Now things were different.

All combat classes, barring special circumstances, were held in outdoor training grounds with students in full gear, simulating real-world conditions. This made training considerably dangerous.

The senior class, which hadn't had proper outdoor training for years, suffered numerous injuries. These ranged from minor ankle sprains and bruises to serious cuts with profuse bleeding.

When some students questioned this and protested, Professor Dian didn't budge. He simply repeated, "One drop of sweat in training saves a bucket of blood in battle."

That's not to say Professor Dian was mindlessly pushing forward without thought.

This was evident in the recent major development—the recruitment of a Holy Priest from the Order. Professor Dian had somehow managed to bring in an Oracle Priest from the Order, causing quite a stir at the Academy.

What is an Oracle Priest? They are the protagonists of legendary tales, said to have been destined by the gods to become priests. These individuals could use divine power before they could even walk, and at the highest levels, they could perform miracles on behalf of the gods in their current life.

He had recruited such an extraordinary priest shortly after his appointment, and to an Academy that had previously sent priests away, claiming they weren't needed.

Maya, the young priest, possessed tremendous divine power befitting an Oracle Priest. Thanks to her, despite numerous minor injuries among students, no one missed the next day's class without proper treatment or suffered any lasting scars.

At this point, a suspicious rumor began circulating around the Academy regarding Dian's true identity.

Various unfounded speculations ran rampant: that he was the sole survivor of the Valderant family, an exile from the Kingdom of Sadirian, a former instructor at Riantal, and so on.

The most outlandish theory—and consequently the most widely discussed—was that he was the Emperor's hidden prince.

There was a rumor in the Empire that the Emperor had another son besides the current princes and princesses, whose temperament was so terrible that he was imprisoned somewhere in the Imperial Castle. A variation of this rumor suggested he was an illegitimate child born to a commoner—neither the Empress nor a concubine—and while they couldn't bring themselves to kill someone with imperial blood, they had exiled him to a distant country.

The Imperial Castle never issued an official statement on the matter, apparently deeming it not worth addressing, so it remained a ghost story circulating among the common people.

Perhaps that's why whenever an exceptional individual appeared, people would speculate whether they might be that secret prince, grasping at various connections. The most recent example was the Hero of the Continent, Linus. When he began gaining public attention, people assumed he was the secret prince.

However, those who actually saw Linus realized how absurd that speculation was. With his striking blonde hair, blue eyes, and sculpted physique, coupled with his righteous, upright character and humility, Linus wasn't someone the Imperial Castle would hide in shame. If anything, they would proudly present him as the heir apparent.

The Academy was now experiencing a similar situation, with Dian as the subject. His seemingly eccentric approach had nevertheless begun to transform the Combat Department's curriculum dramatically.

Despite the Academy having once turned away a priest, he had managed to secure one—an Oracle Priest, no less—from the notoriously haughty Order.

He had beaten Knightley Toulouse, whom no one at the Academy dared touch, with a wooden sword, and when the furious Duke came looking for him, they exchanged friendly greetings.

There was also a rumor that Principal Kirrin had begged Dian for help in the principal's office.

And most importantly, as an external factor, Professor Dian was quite handsome.

Though he didn't have the silver hair symbolic of the imperial family, his brown, shaggy hair could be explained if he were a mixed-blood illegitimate child. With eyes that sparkled with vitality, a perpetually relaxed smile, and the insane swordsmanship that had flipped Knightley with just a few strikes of a wooden sword—all these elements combined made Professor Dian the center of attention at the Academy. So it was understandable that students would flock around him during his sudden appearance.

What student would pass up the chance to see the famous Head Professor of Combat up close when they usually only glimpsed him from afar?

"Head Professor! Hello!"
"Yes, hello. But your skirt is too short. Fix it or you'll get penalty points."
"Head Professor! You're so handsome!"
"Mmm, I know."
"Head Professor! Are you perhaps the secret prince?"
"If I were, would I be running around here like this?"

As Professor Dian was responding to each student, he spotted Knightley and raised his hand.

"Knightley Toulouse. I need to see you for a moment."

All eyes turned to Knightley. Though the attention might have been burdensome, she didn't even flinch, returning a haughty gaze.

"What is it?"
"It's not something to discuss here. Follow me."

As Professor Dian turned and made his way through the crowd, the students showed their disappointment.

"Head Professor! Teach us swordsmanship next time!"
"Come if you're prepared to get beaten up."
"Can we visit your office?!"
"No, I've hidden my snacks there."

The students laughed and giggled, while Dian smiled good-naturedly and waved. Though he had been appointed just over a month ago, he had already proven his abilities and was quite handsome, making him extremely popular. Compared to Principal Kirrin, whom everyone subtly avoided, Dian almost seemed more like the principal.

Knightley pushed through the students blocking her way and followed Professor Dian.

# # # # #

Opening the door to the professor's office, I found Olicia in the middle of cleaning with a duster.

"Olicia. Make us two cups of something sweet and tasty. I'm having a student consultation."
"Yes, Dian."

As Olicia scurried off with a clatter to prepare the tea, Knightley, who had followed me into the office, stared intently at her.

"I see you keep a young girl as your attendant?"
"Not an attendant, a maid. Don't you have many at your home?"
"We do, but we don't employ children that young. Did you acquire her through human trafficking?"
"I did not!"

Before I could respond, Olicia jumped in.

"Dian would never do something like human trafficking! He's such an honorable person! Though he can be a bit frivolous, to me he's more of a hero than even Sir Linus!"

As Olicia unleashed her torrent of words, Knightley blinked in surprise.

"Never speak of Dian as such a bad person again!"

Knightley, who had been opening and closing her mouth, finally managed to speak.

"She has quite... a fierce personality..."
"Alright, that's enough. Olicia, bring the tea, and Knightley, sit here."

Olicia, still apparently not over her indignation, huffed as she prepared the tea, while Knightley glanced at her several times before sitting down.

"Thank you. Now go back to the quarters."

I immediately pushed Olicia toward the door as soon as she set the teacups down in front of us.

"And let's have that for dinner tonight, you know, that gambas with shrimp that we dip bread into."
"Alright, Dian. Don't work too late."

After Olicia left, Knightley looked at the closed door and asked.

"Does your maid stay in the professor's office?"
"No, we live in the professor's quarters over there. She comes here occasionally to clean."
"I see. But it seems you should properly educate your servant."

When I gave her a questioning look, Knightley, holding her teacup, replied.

"In noble households, servants are thoroughly trained in proper conduct. It's unacceptable for them to speak to guests in such a manner."
"I'm not nobility, so it's fine. I don't receive many guests anyway. She's just earning her keep while living with me."
"Is that so? Then how did you come to take her in?"

I wondered why she was so curious about this, but it seemed like a good icebreaker, so I told her Olicia's story.

Olicia is a war orphan. While fleeing with other refugees, she was deceived by a captain who promised to take them to safety, only to be handed over to slave traders after boarding the ship.

The slave ship carrying Olicia happened to dock at Brunswell, where she managed to escape but was recaptured and was being beaten in the middle of the road when I rescued her.

Perhaps because of this, Olicia is extremely loyal to me and cannot tolerate others speaking ill of me. So when Knightley spoke as if I had trafficked and exploited a minor, it triggered her. Of course, Knightley probably didn't mean it that way.

"So you're saying you took in a girl out of pure compassion, even though you didn't need a servant?"
"I did need one. Household chores are really annoying."
"But for that, wouldn't it have been better to hire a skilled professional?"
"Well... I guess? I figured I could teach her as we went along."
"Perhaps you have a preference for young girls...?"
"If Olicia had heard that, she might have killed you on the spot."
"Ha."

Knightley snorted as she picked up her teacup. With this, we fell silent for a moment, sipping our tea.

As I watched Knightley drink her tea, I recalled the contents of her academic record that I had reviewed before calling her in.

Knightley Toulouse. Daughter of Duke Toulouse, enrolled in the Academy of her own volition. Excellent grades in all subjects, currently serving as the class president of the graduating class.

A notable point was that the Duke had requested her withdrawal several times, all of which Knightley had refused.

According to our Academy's rules, a student cannot be removed by external intervention unless they decide to leave themselves or there are serious grounds for expulsion.

However, Duke Toulouse is a prominent aristocrat in the Empire. What school could withstand pressure from such a formidable parent?

But this Special Mission Academy is different from other private academies—it's managed by the 2nd Princess, a powerful figure in the Empire. The situation is completely different. While we can't quite say "mere duke," we can certainly cite the rules and turn him away.

There was also a particularly unusual record: "Conducts personal combat practice at the outdoor training grounds during free periods and individual rest times."

Other professors told me that Knightley, dissatisfied with the theory-heavy combat curriculum that Principal Kirrin had butchered, had been practicing on her own. This explained why she had managed to defeat all the other students when I unexpectedly made them spar during the armed combat class.

"Alright, Knightley. I've heard everything. The Principal asked me to personally mentor you, is that right?"
"Yes."

Knightley set down her teacup and spoke.

"That's what I said. You'll do it, of course?"

Oh, look at this.

"Why do you think that?"
"I have the best grades in the Academy right now. And I'm the daughter of an Imperial Duke. Mentoring such a student would probably benefit your career as well."

The academic record had an additional note: "Quite arrogant and dogmatic, befitting someone from a great family." That seems accurate.

"Well, fine. It's true that you have good grades, and it's true that you're a duke's daughter. But one thing isn't true."
"What's that?"
"My career won't improve just because I mentor an Academy valedictorian who happens to be a duke's daughter."
"What...?"
"If anything, it would lower my average by diluting it."
"What did you say...?"

Knightley's eye twitched slightly.

Ch.17 - The Professor You Chose (7)
"What are you saying, Head Professor? The average will be lowered?"
"There's something like that. I don't feel like explaining the details."

Nightly racked her brain trying to figure out what Dian meant.

Personal tutoring for the academy's top duke's daughter wouldn't help his career? Of course, he couldn't officially list it as experience. But the "career" Nightly referred to wasn't just adding a line to his resume.

The "career" she meant was establishing a solid connection with the Toulouse ducal family, one of the most influential powers in the Imperial Noble Council. It was an unimaginable privilege for a mere academy head professor.
Since Professor Dian already knew her father, creating one more connection would certainly benefit his life in the future.

In truth, Nightly had fled to the academy to escape an arranged marriage and pursue her dream of becoming a special agent. So using her father's influence now wasn't exactly proper.

But so what?

The stories of Imperial special agents that she'd heard from her brothers who survived the Four-Year War ten years ago had filled her with excitement.
Nightly wanted to escape her mansion, which felt like a stifling cage, and become an agent operating covertly across the continent. That's why she ran away as soon as the Special Mission Academy was established.

However, at the academy, she wasn't receiving the education she'd hoped for, so she had been training alone when Professor Dian appeared.

When she boldly grabbed a wooden sword and charged at him to see how good he really was, Professor Dian swung his wooden sword once or twice with a bored expression, and Nightly temporarily lost consciousness without even knowing what hit her.

That's when Nightly made her decision. To make that professor hers. To use Professor Dian as a stepping stone to realize her dream.

And coincidentally, when her father visited the academy and saw Professor Dian, he tacitly approved of her attendance, so Nightly decided to actively use this opportunity.
As long as Professor Dian remained at the academy, Nightly wouldn't be expelled from the ducal family. And if that was the case, it would be possible to claim a professor she liked while backed by her family.
What kind of relationship did those two have? Well, they probably just met as commander and subordinate during the war. The details don't matter to me.

Anyway... with you here, I won't be forced to withdraw or be expelled from my family, so I can confidently use my family connections to persuade you.
By teaching me, you're not just adding a line to your resume, but strengthening your relationship with the noble Toulouse family.

So naturally, she assumed Professor Dian had understood all her intentions regarding "career," but he didn't? He even thought it would damage his own career?

What is he thinking? And how impressive could his career be anyway? It's probably just a couple of commendations from the battlefield.

With the arrogance and self-righteousness typical of a noble lady, Nightly couldn't understand Dian's reaction at all.

But she wasn't going to give up easily. Nightly always fought to the end for what she set her mind on.
That's how she had carved out her own destiny so far. And Professor Dian would be no exception.

"Professor, please reconsider. It would benefit you—"
"Once a week."
"Pardon?"

Professor Dian held up one finger.

"I can see you once a week. But I can't focus on you every day like a homeroom teacher."
"But Professor, isn't that too infrequent? I've never properly learned combat at the academy. With only one year left until graduation, to reach a level where I can be deployed immediately..."
"It's enough."
"What...?"
"I said it's enough. Once a week, and by graduation, you'll be ready for field missions."

Despite Dian's confident statement, Nightly found it hard to fully trust him. No matter how skilled the Head Combat Professor was, that seemed difficult...

But Nightly soon changed her mind. For now, she'd secure this promise. She could gradually increase the frequency later.

Nightly was confident she could wrap that pale man Dian around her finger. She was the daughter of a great family, top of her class at the academy, and clearly aware of her own beauty.
She had plenty of weapons, and within a month, Professor Dian would be conquered, taking care of her exclusively like a homeroom teacher.

"Alright, Professor. Let's do that. I get to learn from you, and you get to establish a relationship with my family. It's a win-win."
"Sure, sure. Now go. I'm busy. I have a meeting to attend."

As Dian waved his hand dismissively, Nightly asked:

"When will our first private lesson be?"
"I'll let you know later. I need to check if I can adjust my schedule this week. Now go. Hurry."
"Understood, Professor. I'll wait for your contact. You can come to my dormitory. I live alone."

Nightly crossed her legs with a rather seductive smile. Her skirt rolled up, revealing smooth thighs.

However, Professor Dian didn't respond and walked casually to his desk, sat down, and began rummaging through a drawer with his head down.

Seeing this, Nightly let out a low laugh. Didn't he just say he had a meeting? Why is he suddenly searching through drawers?
He must be trying to hide his embarrassment after seeing my legs. He has an unexpectedly innocent side.

Just you wait, Professor... I'll make sure you can never escape. You'll become a professor exclusively for me.

# # # # #

After confirming Nightly had left, I pulled out a cherry-topped cream pie from deep inside the drawer.
Sniffing it, fortunately, it didn't seem to have gone bad yet. I needed to finish it today and almost let it spoil.

Actually, I'd been thinking about this since the middle of my meeting with Nightly, but the conversation kept dragging on, which was troublesome. Since I only had one pie and didn't want to share, I used the meeting excuse to quickly send her away.

Taking a big bite of the cream pie, the sweet taste filled my mouth, making me smile involuntarily.

This is really delicious. I heard it's from the bakery in front of the academy gates. I should ask Olicia to buy it for me often.

Come to think of it, this huge academy lacks proper amenities. Even modern universities have all kinds of franchises.

We could bring in various businesses for faculty and students to use, and in return, the academy could collect rent and certain fees. It's a win-win situation with no downsides.

Of course, we'd need strict quality control to prevent monopolistic complacency. That would be the administration office's job.

While it's not directly related to the Combat Department, it's closely tied to my quality of life, so I should discuss this separately later.

Hmm, so what should we bring in? Since Olicia has been going shopping a lot lately, I should ask her this evening.

First, we need a bakery, and a restaurant—no, we should have two or three different types. There are so many people here. And also...

# # # # #

A few days later, late in the evening at the dormitory.

"Excuse me, Class President..."

Several female students approached Nightly with shy expressions. Each held a small, beautifully wrapped box.

"Um... this..."

As they extended the boxes with blushing faces, Nightly stared at them blankly before snorting.

"Sorry, but I'm not into dating women. Look elsewhere."
"Huh?"

Surprised by the ice-cold response, the female students' eyes widened before they stammered in embarrassment.

"Th-this... not for you but for Professor Dian..."
"What?"
"We hoped you could give these to the Head Combat Professor..."
"What did you say?"

It wasn't because the students' voices were too quiet, nor was she deliberately trying to intimidate them by asking again. She simply couldn't understand what they were saying.

"We saw that... you seemed personally close to the Head Combat Professor... He's too high-ranking for us to approach directly..."

After staring at the students for a moment, Nightly realized she had made a ridiculous misunderstanding, and her expression instantly twisted with shame and anger.

Since her freshman year, she had been accustomed to receiving gifts and confessions, so she naturally assumed these were meant for her.

"Am I your servant? Running around delivering gifts?!"

Startled, the female students apologized and quickly fled. Other students who had been watching and suppressing their laughter also managed their expressions, averting their gaze or leaving the area.

"They're really ridiculous."

Nightly's followers put on artificial smiles and rolled their eyes.

"Who do they think they are to ask Nightly to do things?"
"Exactly. Commoners who wouldn't even be allowed near Nightly outside the academy."
"The same applies to you all, doesn't it?"

At Nightly's sharp retort, her followers shut their mouths and exchanged anxious glances.

Leaving her followers behind, Nightly strode down the corridor.

"Nightly! Where are you going? The night infiltration class is about to start!"
"I'll handle it myself, mind your own business!"

Right now, Nightly was extremely on edge, reacting sensitively to even the smallest things. It was because there had been no response from Professor Dian for days.

He had clearly promised to teach her once a week, and she thought she had successfully hooked him when he showed embarrassment at her deliberate flirtation. So why was there no news?

Furious to the core, Nightly left the dormitory and headed to the faculty building. She planned to go directly to his office and demand answers.

"Professor! Professor Dian!"

She pounded on the door with the nameplate "Combat Head Professor Dian," but there was no response. Peering through the crack, she saw no light, suggesting he had already left. Perhaps she should go to the faculty residence.

But the night infiltration class was about to begin. While she might skip a theory class, this was a practical exercise in actual mountainous terrain outside the academy, so missing it would be problematic.

After deliberating, Nightly returned to the dormitory.

She would attend the class for now. She could meet Professor Dian tomorrow, but night infiltration practice wasn't an everyday occurrence.

"Oh! There she is! Senior Nightly! Could you please give my letter to Professor Dian..."
"Get lost!"
"Eek! I'm sorry!"

# # # # #

Outside the academy. The night infiltration class was being conducted in an area with coastal cliffs and several high points.

Students dressed in black with faces darkened by charcoal formed small groups under the control of teaching assistants to overcome the nighttime mountainous terrain.

Each group was assigned different infiltration routes, with the common objective of simulating infiltration into the academy by crossing the high points. Since this was the first night infiltration exercise since the academy's founding, the difficulty wasn't particularly high.

As the infiltration teams began departing one after another, Nightly stood with her arms crossed, still in the same spot. Not because she had complaints about the class format, but because she was the only one without a group.

"Professor, is it not my turn yet?"
"Actually, you're up next."

When Nightly raised her hand, Infiltration Professor Lina handed her a map. Taking it, Nightly momentarily doubted her eyes.

"What is this...? Is this the infiltration route?"
"That's right. Follow that route to infiltrate the academy."
"But this..."

The route Nightly was looking at was quite different from the other groups'. Just from the contour lines, it appeared to be a deliberate selection of the most treacherous terrains connected by a line.

"No human could possibly go through a place like this."
"I'm sorry. This is a direct order from the Head Combat Professor, so I have no authority over it."

The Combat Head? Professor Dian? Could this be the once-a-week private lesson he mentioned?

Perhaps he chose a separate location to teach her away from others' eyes? Not bad.

A private lesson just for the two of them in a secluded place late at night... I guess you'll lose to me again, Professor.

Nightly finally felt at ease and satisfied after days of waiting as she began walking.

At the bottom of the map was a strange message: "This is the professor you chose. Endure it with grit and determination," but she didn't pay much attention to it.

He's probably just trying to establish dominance and make up for being charmed by her flirtation during their meeting. How cute.

# # # # #

One hour later.

"Damn it, damn it, damn it! This cursed professor!"

Nightly, clinging to an almost vertical slope on all fours, spat out curses.

"Where the hell are you?! Why haven't you shown up yet?!"

Ch.18 - The Professor You Chose (8)
Knightley entered the dark forest alone with a light heart, map in hand.

A midnight mountain hike. No supervising instructor or team members accompanied her, but that wasn't a problem.

Principal Kirrin had restricted field training due to safety concerns, but had put tremendous effort into theoretical education instead.

As a result, students were highly proficient in basic navigation, and Knightley in particular had studied extensively on her own. She could roughly determine direction just by observing constellations and tree formations.

There would certainly be differences between studying at a desk and actually traversing the terrain, but that was a minor issue she could adapt to after a few attempts.

Finding her way through the hills near the Academy shouldn't be difficult.

Moreover, this was personal tutoring from Professor Dian. He must have arranged a separate location for teaching to avoid any malicious gossip that might arise from openly providing private lessons.

Professor Dian was probably waiting just a little further ahead.

After an hour, Knightley realized something was wrong.

The path following the gentle ridge gradually shifted sideways, and the terrain became increasingly treacherous.

What had started as a slope requiring only slight balance adjustments had become so steep she felt she might fall if she didn't hold onto trees for support.

As her breathing grew labored and sweat trickled down her chin and neck, Knightley stopped to check her map again, wondering if she'd taken a wrong turn.

But no matter how she rotated the map and checked her compass, this direction was correct. She would have to continue through this hellish terrain to reach the Academy.

She decided to press on. There seemed to be a small flat area ahead where Professor Dian might be waiting.

Another hour passed. Knightley, now practically climbing a cliff, finally burst into curses.

"Damn it, damn it, damn it! This wretched professor! Where the hell are you?! Why haven't you shown up yet?!"

Only her echoes answered her.

"Come out right now! I know you're watching!"

Again, no response.

Knightley wiped the streaming sweat from her face with the back of her hand and pulled out her map.

She still had about a third of the journey left before reaching the Academy boundary, with almost no gentle sections or detours available.

What an impressively devious route. Almost as if designed specifically to torment her.

At this point, Knightley considered turning back. But that seemed difficult.

She didn't want to give up. Professor Dian had boasted that his personal guidance would benefit her career—how would he view her if she returned empty-handed?

He'd think she was an arrogant noble lady who made promises she couldn't keep.

Besides, returning would mean doing so with the infiltration professor or other instructors, and she couldn't ignore the gazes of students who had already reached the Academy.

It wasn't about embarrassment or shame—she absolutely refused to give those inferiors anything to gossip about.

Additionally, Knightley wanted to test her abilities and limits.

True, she was the Academy's top student in every subject, but that was limited to theoretical classes and written exams.
She didn't yet know her capabilities in difficult terrain.

If she couldn't even cross a mountain near the Academy, she could never become the special agent she aspired to be.

She would never live the life of an Imperial Special Agent like in the stories her brothers told that had captivated her heart.

If she were excluded from fieldwork due to inadequate performance and transferred to desk duty, her father might immediately reclaim her.

Then her past—fleeing to the Academy after a fierce conflict with her father to avoid an arranged marriage—would all be meaningless.

She had to go on, even if it killed her. If Professor Dian had any sense, he would have set up minimal safety measures.

Knightley stuffed the map into her chest pocket and pushed herself upright, steadying herself with her hands on the ground.

After nearly falling several times due to missteps, she regained her balance and began carefully climbing the slope.

# # # # #

"Damn it, damn it, damn it! This wretched professor! Where the hell are you?! Why haven't you shown up yet?!"

When Knightley's furious cry echoed from the slope above, Survival Professor Waver turned to me with a grin.

"The class president seems quite angry."
"Of course she is. She came expecting private tutoring but has been climbing mountains instead."

Waver and I were sitting in a tree below the slope where Knightley had slumped down.
We'd been following her since she began her solo infiltration with her special map.
Nearly two hours had passed, but she still hadn't noticed our presence.

"The class president seems to be taking a break. Should we have a snack too?"

Waver pulled two large pieces of jerky from the pouch at his waist and handed one to me.

"This is lamb jerky. I made it myself. The taste is extraordinary."
"Mmm, you're right. It's delicious."

Chewing on the jerky, Waver asked:

"You know, Head Professor, I've always thought no one could surpass me in stealth and tracking, but you're quite impressive. Where did you receive your training?"
"Nothing formal. Just picked things up here and there through experience."
"Is that so? Rumor has it you're a war veteran. Which legion were you with?"
"Here and there. What about you? What did you do during the war?"

I changed the subject to avoid delving into my past, and Waver answered:

"I served with the militia."

Survival Professor Waver had been a hunter from the eastern Quarana Province of the Empire. When the Four-Year War broke out and the Demon King's army invaded, he formed a militia with local people and fought desperately.

"In Quarana, many families pass down hunting traditions through generations. We learn to shoot bows and set traps as soon as we can walk. The mountainous terrain gave the Demon King's army considerable trouble."

I knew this well. During the early stages of the war, the Demon King's army swept through most of the continent but struggled in several areas—Quarana being one of them.
Mountain warfare against skilled hunters proficient with bows and traps. The thought alone was terrifying.

"So, did you have any success?"
"I hate to boast, but I even received a medal."
"Really? What medal?"
"Third-class Medal of Valor. I got it after putting my hundredth arrow through a horn-freak's head."
"Wow, that's impressive. A civilian hunter killing a hundred demons."
"Haha. Thank you."

Just then, we heard rustling and looked up to see Knightley staggering to her feet.

"Oh, she's getting up. Will our class president continue forward or turn back?"

Waver and I watched Knightley intently.
After hesitating briefly, she began climbing the slope again, using her hands for support.
Seeing this, Waver quietly expressed his admiration.

"I thought a noble lady would give up when things got tough, but she's impressive. That's our class president for you."
"Waver, go ahead and wait for Knightley. I'll follow behind."
"Understood, Head Professor. See you back at the Academy."

Stuffing the remaining jerky into his mouth, Waver leaped from tree to tree like an owl, silently ascending the slope.
I waited until Knightley had climbed sufficiently before quietly following her.

# # # # #

"Haah..."

Seeing the Academy lights ahead, Knightley fell to her knees with an exhausted sigh.

She had just descended a rocky cliff. Her gloves were torn, and every muscle in her body trembled.

Despite this being her first field exercise, Knightley had made it this far thanks to her private physical training.

Though she didn't know the details of overcoming various terrains, her basic physical fitness had carried her through to the final point of the infiltration route.

"Well done, Knightley."

Looking up with effort, she saw Professor Dian smiling down at her, having appeared without warning.

"Professor... Why are you doing this to me...?"
"Doing what? This is the first session of our weekly private tutoring."
"This is..."

Knightley forced her dry lips to move, baring her teeth.

"This is... what you call private tutoring...?"
"You came alone, separate from the other students. And I followed behind, supervising you the whole time."
"You followed me...? I didn't sense anything..."
"You wouldn't yet. With continued training, you'll develop that ability. But..."

Professor Dian pointed over his shoulder with his thumb.

"The final destination isn't here—it's inside the Academy. This is infiltration training, after all."
"Damn it..."

Knightley gritted her teeth as she pushed herself up using her knees, then took a step forward on trembling legs. She collapsed forward.
Dian caught her just in time.

"Are you alright?"

When there was no response, he realized Knightley had lost consciousness in his arms.
It would be impossible to continue. This would have to be enough for today.

Dian signaled, and Waver, who had been stationed on the Academy watchtower, acknowledged with a hand signal before withdrawing.

The original plan had included Knightley scaling the walls while dodging Waver's "near-miss" arrows, but this was sufficient.

The reason for sending Knightley alone into such dangerous terrain was to test her will and endurance.

If Knightley gave up on something as simple as traversing difficult terrain, there would be no point in continuing to teach her.
He would just call her in once a week, go through the motions, and send her back.

That's why he tested her.

Until now, she had been arrogant about her theoretical grades, believing she could do anything, but reality often changed one's perspective when thrown into the field.

He had seen many platoon leaders who graduated from military academies with excellent grades lose their composure after their first battle. Theory and practice were completely different.

Fortunately, contrary to his concerns, Knightley hadn't given up and had made it this far.

In truth, he had wanted to teach Knightley. This was a relief.
Knightley was an exceptional student in many ways, and he was curious to see how far she could grow under his guidance.

And if he could produce an outstanding agent among the graduates, the 2nd Princess would likely not question the current system—with Kirrin as principal and himself as professor.

Alright, Knightley. Let's continue this journey.

# # # # #

"Good evening, Sister."

Acolyte Maya, who was staying late at the infirmary completing patient records due to the night infiltration class, looked up.

Combat Head Professor Dian was entering the infirmary carrying a disheveled blonde female student on his back.

"She's a student from the infiltration class. She's completely exhausted and needs holy healing."
"Lay her down over there."

While Dian placed the student on an empty bed, Sister Maya quickly made notes in a new patient record.

After ensuring her record was based strictly on objective facts, Sister Maya rose from her chair and approached the patient.

[Late at night, Professor Dian arrived carrying an unconscious beautiful female student on his back, with an awkward smile. The student's clothing was disheveled, and her body was drenched in sweat.]

[As no other students from the class visited, it appears some intense physical activity beyond the planned curriculum occurred between the two.]

Ch.19 - How to Counter an Elf Who Speaks in Kyoto Dialect (1)
I sat on the windowsill of the faculty office, basking in the morning sunlight while nibbling on jerky. This was lamb jerky, a gift from Waver. When I mentioned how delicious it was during our last night infiltration class, he brought me an entire basket.

"Head Professor of Combat. It's time for the Imperial Castle regular report meeting."

A teaching assistant from the Combat Department entered as the office door opened.

The Imperial Castle regular report.
The Academy regularly reports its operational status and notable incidents to the Imperial Security Office, its supervising agency. That doesn't mean the Imperial Castle completely controls everything—the Academy maintains most of its discretion and authority. But since they're producing agents for the Empire's use, the Imperial Castle needs to know what's happening and intervene when necessary.

"Right, I got it. Just let me finish this."

I stuffed the half-eaten lamb jerky into my mouth and wiped my greasy fingers on my cloak as I stood up from the chair. I put the remaining piece in my pocket for a snack later.

As I walked down the hallway, chewing the jerky, I noticed someone standing in front of the Principal's office. An elf with a tall, slender frame nearly matching a man's height, naturally radiant golden hair, and long ears. Emanating an indescribable elegance and beauty—Ismera, the Head Professor of Theory.

"Hello, Professor."
"Ah, Professor Dian. You've arrived just in time... oh..."

Ismera turned to me with a gentle smile, but her words trailed off when she saw me chewing jerky like gum. Her expression suggested she was forcibly suppressing deep contempt rising from within at witnessing such lowly behavior.

Elves always smile gently on the outside, but they're a devious bunch whose inner thoughts remain inscrutable. They consider themselves noble, superior beings, living together in their forests, extremely exclusive and never hesitating to look down on other races.

Particularly after the Duke's visit, Ismera seemed especially prone to this attitude. The way she passive-aggressively criticizes while smiling reminds me of Kyoto people...

# # # # #

Head Professor of Theory Ismera was gracefully walking through the Academy grounds, heading to attend the Imperial Castle regular report meeting.

"Good morning, Professor."
"Yes, good morning to you."

Smiling at the greeting students and staff, Ismera contemplated the upcoming meeting.

The Imperial Castle regular reports contained sensitive information, so only the Principal and the two Head Professors attended. Unfortunately, both the Principal and the Combat Head were people Ismera disliked. She had steadily hated Kirrin for years, while her loathing for Dian was more recent, stemming from how he had ruined her grand plan.

Ismera's scheme had been for the Duke, angered by the Knightley incident, to overturn the Academy, which would give the Imperial Castle reason to dismiss Kirrin and elevate Ismera to her position. But Dian unexpectedly flaunted his friendship with the Duke, bringing the situation to a surprisingly positive conclusion. Kirrin remained firmly in place, and Dian's reputation within the Academy only improved.

Perhaps Professor Dian had also become Combat Head through connections? It was hard to believe that this pale human with no notable background deserved the position. Unlike the burly old Morton from the Combat Department or that brutish Orc professor, this pale man who just wandered around campus with a wooden sword hardly seemed to have credentials worthy of being Head Professor.

Standing before the Principal's office, Ismera bit her lip and narrowed her eyes.

How unfair.
Some had lost their forest during the war, fled to strange lands, and spent ten years studying with blood and tears just to become a Head Professor, while others enjoyed privileged lives through family connections and networks.

"Hello, Head Professor of Theory."

A familiar voice came from the corridor. It was Combat Head Professor Dian.

"Ah, Professor Dian. You've arrived just in time... oh..."

Ismera forced a smile as she trailed off, seeing him chewing something noisily.
What is he doing? Eating while walking? What an uncouth human.

"What are you enjoying so much? Seeing you eat, both the Principal and I might get hungry this early in the morning."

This was her elegant way of saying: stop walking around with food in your mouth, it's vulgar and impolite.
While most elves tend to speak this way, Ismera was particularly severe about it.

This was her survival strategy after losing her homeland and clan, being thrown into unfamiliar human society. As a vulnerable minority, even small conflicts had to be avoided.
But being a proud elf, she couldn't bear to completely humble herself, so her compromise was passive-aggressive criticism delivered with a smile.

"Oh, this? It's lamb jerky. Professor Waver gave it to me. He made it himself, and it's really delicious."

Dian responded with a bright smile to Ismera's comment.
I don't care what it is, human. Ismera returned a gentle smile.

"I see. Professor Waver seems to be continuing the famous Quarana hunter's tradition even at the Academy. Perhaps it's thanks to you, Head Professor of Combat, for providing such favorable conditions."

Meaning: A professor making jerky? The Combat Department must have nothing better to do.

"That's why I get to enjoy such delicious jerky. I heard making and gifting this is his hobby. Hasn't he given you any, Professor Ismera?"
"I would certainly like to taste it someday if the opportunity arises."

"Someday if the opportunity arises"—Ismera's polite way of saying she would absolutely never eat such a thing.
Most people use this expression as a courtesy, so Dian would surely understand.

"Really? I happen to have one with me. Would you like to try it?"

When Dian suddenly produced jerky from his pocket, Ismera was so taken aback she almost lost her smile.

"I'm so grateful, but what can I do? I just had breakfast..." (Absolutely not!)
"Then save it for later when you get hungry while working. Here, take it."

But Dian, apparently oblivious, pushed the jerky into Ismera's robe pocket.

"Let me know if you like it. I'll ask Professor Waver to make some for you too. Once you try this, you can't stop."
"I appreciate the offer, but I wonder if it might burden Professor Waver." (I don't need it, such primitive food!)

Dian waved both hands dismissively.

"No, no. As I said, Waver enjoys giving these as gifts. He'll be delighted. Urk, excuse me."

When Dian let out a burp, Ismera's eye twitched slightly.

"Shall we go in? The Principal will be pleased to see us enter together." (We're late because you've been acting foolishly out here)
"Hehe, you think so? Well, I have been working very hard lately."

Dian smiled and puffed up his shoulders, completely oblivious. How can a human be so clueless...?
Feeling somewhat stifled by Dian's consistent responses, Ismera opened the Principal's office door.

"Ah! Come in, Dian!"

Kirrin, buried in paperwork, looked up with a delighted expression.

"And... Professor Ismera..."

Kirrin's voice, which had been bright and cheerful for Dian, shrank dramatically when addressing Ismera.
Looking at the precariously stacked documents on the desk, Ismera gave a bewitching smile that could steal one's soul.

"It's wonderful yet truly pitiful to see you working so diligently for the Academy's development, Principal." (Clean up your desk for once)
"Well, as Principal, I should do my best... Thank you for the encouragement, Professor Ismera."

As Kirrin smiled awkwardly, Ismera cursed inwardly. This stupid dark-skinned woman doesn't understand a word I'm saying.

"Sit down. I'll bring some tea."

After taking a sip of the tea brought by the administrative director, Ismera smiled and said:

"This tea has quite an interesting flavor." (It tastes awful)
"You think so? This is tea I often drank while studying at the public academy. It's said to have properties that clear the mind."
"How fascinating that it has such properties. So this tea must have helped you graduate with excellent grades." (Baseless nonsense. A lowly public school graduate shouldn't act so proud)
"I can give you some if you need it... Being a Head Professor is always difficult and tiring, so it might help."
"I would love to experience that mind-clearing sensation someday if the opportunity arises." (I don't need it)

However, Kirrin completely missed the subtext and brightened, instructing the administrative director to give Ismera all the remaining tea packets after the meeting, forcing Ismera to offer thanks with a strained smile.
They truly have no sense of subtlety...

The Principal and Head Professors sat at the conference table to discuss the contents of the regular report to be sent to the Imperial Castle.
The main focus of this quarter's report was the reorganization of the Combat Department.

Dian reported on current matters related to the Combat Department.

"First, we've restructured all combat courses to be at least eighty percent practical training. We've also completed revisions and supplements to the education and training plans accordingly."
"Mmm..."

Kirrin held an ink pen, writing down Dian's reports. Her handwriting was round and neat, an unexpectedly cute style that seemed incongruous for a Dark Elf.
However, Ismera's gaze as she watched was as disgusted as if looking at a writhing worm.

"The Principal's handwriting spans all generations." (Why does a grown adult write like that?)
"Oh, your handwriting is super cute."

At Ismera's comment, Dian glanced at Kirrin's writing and complimented it, causing Kirrin's face to turn dark red.

"Principal, do all Dark Elves have such pretty handwriting?" (This shows the level of you uneducated Dark Elves)
"Not really. I practiced at the public academy. I thought it wasn't very good, but I'm embarrassed that you both like it."
"I don't know much about it, but this public academy seems like a wonderful place." (A place that teaches penmanship must be a garbage academy)
"You think so too, Professor Ismera? That's a relief. I was actually worried you might look down on me because of my inferior education."

At this point, Professor Ismera truly began to wonder if she was having indigestion.
My chest feels so tight. Why can't they understand what I'm saying?!
Gathering her composure, Ismera spoke with a smile.

"How could that be, Principal? Though our paths have been different, we're both doing the rewarding work of teaching students at this Academy." (Of course there's a world of difference between us. Don't mistake working at the same school for being equals)
"Wow!"

Professor Dian exclaimed in admiration, clapping his hands.

"As expected of Professor Ismera! How can your thoughts shine as brilliantly as your noble appearance? Elves are truly amazing!"
"No... that's not what I... meant..."

With a sudden wave of dizziness, Professor Ismera finally stumbled over her words.

Ch.20 - How to Counter an Elf Who Speaks in Kyoto Dialect (2)
"As expected of Professor Ismera! How can your thoughts shine as brilliantly as your noble appearance? Truly befitting an elf!"
"No... that's not what I meant..."

In the end, Professor Ismera stammered with her eyes shaking.
I widened my eyes innocently and asked:

"Then do you have some deeper meaning in mind?"
"Eh...? Ah, that's... no.... I mean..."

As Ismera floundered, Kirrin tilted her head in confusion while I snickered inwardly.

Elves consider themselves a noble race, so they never make deliberately rude remarks to others.
However, they simultaneously maintain an extremely strong sense of superiority, looking down on other races.
That's why one must always be careful when conversing with elves. Their words might sound pleasant on the surface, but hidden within is a sinister contempt for those they deem inferior.

The best way to deal with such people is to pretend to be oblivious.
When they speak in twisted, convoluted ways, responding with wide-eyed literal interpretation is the optimal strategy.

The funny thing is that while I was deliberately pretending not to understand, Principal Kirrin seemed genuinely clueless.
Dark elves are typically just as devious as regular elves, but Kirrin is so unlike a typical dark elf. How adorable.

Anyway, Ismera must have been bursting with frustration since entering the principal's office.
Still, an elf is an elf. She won't reveal her true colors until the very end.

Shall we wrap things up for today?
Now that she knows her smiling passive-aggressive tactics won't work on me, she probably won't try any more tricks.

"Anyway, I, Dian the human, have gained a renewed sense of awe toward elves as a race. It's a tremendous honor to have someone so beautiful both inside and out here at the academy."
"I... um... yes, thank you..."

Ismera, who had been about to say something, just opened and closed her mouth before averting her gaze and mumbling a response.
Kirrin's eyes widened in surprise at Ismera's reaction.
This must be her first time seeing an elf flustered, just as it's my first time seeing such a scatterbrained dark elf.

"Shall we continue with the report?"
"Oh, right."

Kirrin, who had been spacing out, hurriedly grabbed her pen, and I continued my report on the Combat Department.

"And the church has dispatched holy priests to strengthen the infirmary's capabilities, which has enabled us to conduct more daring practical training."
"Mmhmm... what else...?"
"I've established maintenance plans for all the long-unused outdoor training grounds, and they'll all be restored within a month."
"Mmhmm... and...?"
"I've added advanced courses to the curriculum. We need specialized experts for this, and I'm planning to recruit several active-duty personnel."
"Mmhmm... recruiting experts..."

With her eyes fixed on the report and her pen moving, Kirrin continued to respond with "Mmhmm..." It's quite adorable, actually.

Glancing over, I noticed Ismera wrinkling her brow in disgust every time Kirrin said "Mmhmm..." but quickly putting on a smile whenever she caught me looking.

"And please ask for a larger budget allocation. We need to purchase weapons for practice, horse gear, and various other items."
"You don't need to ask the Imperial Castle about that. We have plenty of budget."

Kirrin answered with a rather confident expression.
Come to think of it, Kirrin had previously pleaded with me for the umpteenth time, saying they had accumulated a lot of budget that I could use freely.
Just how much have they been saving to keep saying that?

"How much do we have?"
"Enough that we won't run short."

Hmm, I see...

"If money is so abundant, Principal, let's start a business."
"A business?"
"Let's create a shopping district in the academy."
"Shopping district? What are you talking about?"

I've been thinking about something.
Our academy is large enough to encompass an entire village, filled with all kinds of facilities and numerous permanent residents.
Students, faculty, facility management staff, security forces, and their families.

If this were a modern university of similar size, there would be multiple franchises established, but there's nothing like that here.
At best, there are academy-run shops, but they're already overwhelmed just serving the students.

So if faculty members want to go shopping, they have to take a carriage past the academy gates into the city center, which is extremely inconvenient.
Even I feel burdened having to ask Olicia every time I want something specific.

"We could repurpose unused buildings for civilian businesses. Restaurants, bakeries, salons, shops, bathhouses, and so on. The academy would collect rent and a certain commission. We'd conduct annual evaluations and replace any businesses with poor quality."
"My, that's truly an innovative idea."

While Kirrin still looked puzzled, Ismera spoke up.

"Our Head Professor of Combat is quite knowledgeable about business management as well. If you were to run a business, you would surely be very successful... wouldn't you..."

When I smiled at her, Ismera flinched and avoided my gaze.

She means I should act like a proper professor instead of dabbling in petty money-making schemes.
As they say, old habits die hard. Even after being put in her place earlier, she's at it again. Tsk, tsk.

"Anyway, what do you think, Principal? About my idea? Nobody loses, right?"
"It's not a bad idea... but since it has nothing to do with education and training, what if the Imperial Castle says something?"
"How is it unrelated? It's for the students' welfare. Good food, good clothes, and good recreation lead to better academic performance."
"Hmm, that's true..."
"If you're really worried, write this next to it: 'Proposer: Dian.' Like that."
"Write your name? That won't do!"

Kirrin exclaimed.

"What if you fall out of favor with the Security Chief!"
"Would you rather fall out of favor yourself?"
"Eek!"
"Hurry and write it. It's too inconvenient to live here. If we can't create a shopping district, I'll resign."

Kirrin hastily wrote down my name. Seeing this, I laughed openly while Ismera secretly scowled.

Afterward, Ismera reported on matters related to the Theory Department, and Kirrin recorded everything, neatly organizing the report.

"Mmhmm, this is done... this is also fine... everything looks good."

Checking each item with her pen for typos and omissions, Kirrin finally smiled.

"Now we're all done. Good work, both of you."

I just realized that Kirrin's smile is surprisingly cute. To think that "cute" would suit a dark elf—truly amusing.

# # # # #

After the meeting ended, Ismera greeted Professor Dian as they left the principal's office.

"Good work, Professor Dian. I was deeply moved by your sacrifice for the academy's development."
"Not at all. By the way, I'll ask Professor Waver to prepare some jerky for you. It's really delicious. You didn't throw away the jerky I gave you earlier, did you?"

Ismera, who had planned to throw it in the trash as soon as she got to her office, flinched and patted her robe pocket.

"I'm keeping it right here. By the way, Professor Dian."

Ismera held up the pouches she was carrying. These were the tea leaf pouches that Kirrin had asked the administrative director to set aside for Ismera.

"Do you perhaps enjoy tea as a hobby?"
"Haha, someone like me? That's something the Principal gave especially to you, Professor Ismera, so please enjoy it at your leisure."

As Professor Dian politely pushed the pouch away, Ismera had no choice but to embrace it while maintaining a dignified smile.

"Then I'll be going now. Perhaps you could join me for tea in my office sometime."
"Really? I'd be delighted. I'll definitely stop by."
"I'll be waiting."

After parting with Professor Dian, Ismera stopped, turned around, and glared at Dian's retreating figure while grinding her teeth.

Originally, Ismera's main target had been Kirrin, and Dian wasn't quite at that level.
However, through today's regular report meeting, Dian had rapidly risen to become Ismera's new primary target.

It was unbearably irritating how someone who entered the academy through mere coincidental connections was interfering and meddling as if they belonged.
Moreover, it was frustratingly maddening how he completely misunderstood her words and kept saying different things.
She truly... truly hated him enough to kill him.

After leaving the main building, Ismera walked expressionlessly, took out the jerky from her pocket, and threw it into a flower bed.

"Hello, Professor."
"Yes, hello. The weather is quite nice today."

Ismera, who had just started tearing open the tea pouch, gave a warm smile to the students greeting her.
This seemed too messy to throw away carelessly, so she decided to take it to her office for now.

Clutching the half-torn pouch tightly, Ismera continued walking, filled with anger.

"Professor, good day to you."
"Hello. You're always working so hard. Ho ho."

What? Creating a shopping district inside the academy? First an unqualified person becomes a professor, and now this—truly the end of times.
There's barely enough focus to teach students properly, and now he wants to collect rent from merchants? Insane.

The Imperial Castle will surely rage furiously and demand punishment for whoever proposed this crazy idea. And the principal responsible as well.

He probably thought it was something great and wanted to take all the credit by having his name written as the proposer, but that will come back to haunt him.
That stupid dark elf girl is grinning happily, not realizing she's being dragged into the pit alongside him.
If only they would both disappear in this opportunity.

A few days later, Ismera heard news that left her dumbfounded.
The Imperial Castle had responded very positively to the proposal and promised full support for the business initiative.

What...? What is really going on here...?

First with the Duke's visit incident, and now this—why do things keep turning out this way?

What in the world is happening?!

Ch.21 - Ride Your Steed, Knightly (1)
"Hahaha!"

The 2nd Princess, seated in her office, laughed so loudly her uvula was visible.

She had just finished reading the regular report that came up from the Imperial Special Mission Academy.

The report contained general status, budget management, ongoing projects, and suggestions—all written in neat, orderly handwriting.

Say what you will about that Dark Elf principal, but she certainly has excellent penmanship.

This report included something special: a complete overhaul of the Combat Department's curriculum.

It detailed how Kirrin had significantly expanded the practical training she had previously reduced out of caution, adjusting everything to field standards, and was creating the conditions to support this change.

Despite the 2nd Princess's warning not to neglect combat subjects, Kirrin had misunderstood it as a trap to get her fired. Then the Emperor pressured against firing her.

What made the Princess burst into laughter was how this person named Dian had changed years of stagnation in just one month since the academy's founding.

The 2nd Princess immediately wrote a response to the report.

All academy suggestions approved. The proposal regarding the shopping district is particularly excellent, and support will be provided generously if requested.

He's handling things well without even being told to be the principal. Excellent. As expected of Lord Linus's friend.

# # # # #

"You seem to be in a good mood."

As she left her office, her personal aide who had been waiting outside greeted her.

"Something good happened."
"Are you heading directly to His Majesty's office?"
"Of course."

As the 2nd Princess walked down the corridor with the approval document tucked under her arm, her aide carefully spoke up.

"Are you planning to suggest dismissing the Special Mission Academy's principal again today?"
"Perhaps."
"This would be the fifth time. Not only will it be rejected, but I'm worried His Majesty might become furious."
"His Majesty won't be angry about that today."

The aide's eyes widened at the 2nd Princess's response.

"Have you given up on dismissing Principal Kirrin?"
"Not given up—postponed. For now."

Seeing the cold smile spreading across the Princess's face, the aide asked:

"Does this have anything to do with that man you received alongside Lord Linus recently?"
"Yes. As long as he's around, I've decided not to touch Principal Kirrin for the time being."
"Your Highness, who exactly is that man?"
"Wait here. I'll go in alone."

Ignoring her aide's question, the 2nd Princess entered the Emperor's office.

The Emperor and the 1st Prince, who had been conversing, simultaneously looked at her.

"I've arrived. Ah, I see my brother is here as well."

Seeing the approval document in the Princess's hand, the Emperor spoke in an angry voice:

"If you're here to spout nonsense about dismissing the Special Mission principal again, leave immediately! A man doesn't go back on his word, and an Emperor's promise is worth more than—"
"It's not about that. This concerns National Security Office matters."

As the 2nd Princess displayed the document with a relaxed smile, the 1st Prince bowed to the Emperor.

"Then I shall take my leave, Your Majesty."
"Brother, what were you discussing so intimately with His Majesty?"
"It's none of your business. Don't interfere."

When the 2nd Princess questioned the 1st Prince as he passed by her, he glared and responded coldly.

However, when he met the eyes of the 2nd Princess, whose face was half-covered with scars, he involuntarily shrank back.

Perhaps because of this, the 1st Prince standing beside the 2nd Princess appeared quite diminutive despite being male.

Like the seated Emperor, the 1st Prince had a scrawny frame and sinister impression—quite different from the tall, well-built 2nd Princess.

The 2nd Princess looked down at the 1st Prince and gave him a half-smile.

"I see. Then farewell, brother."

After the 1st Prince closed the door behind him, the Emperor flicked his finger. The 2nd Princess opened the approval document on the desk and began her report.

The content was nothing special—just a progress report on current projects being pursued by the Imperial National Security Office that the 2nd Princess oversaw.

The Emperor listened to the report silently and nodded in response. Then he picked up an ornate ink pen and scrawled a grand signature.

"Thank you. I will continue to implement these measures effectively."

The Emperor gave the 2nd Princess a displeased look from his wrinkle-filled eyes.

"Mirelis."
"Yes, Your Majesty."
"I've been hearing a lot about you lately. You've been replacing all the key positions in the National Security Office and its subordinate organizations with officers from your former legion."
"I haven't specifically considered their backgrounds. I simply selected capable individuals, and they happened to share that commonality. There was no special intention."

The Emperor pointed at the 2nd Princess Mirelis with his thin, trembling finger.

"The nail that sticks out gets hammered down."
"Your words are most wise."
"I acknowledge your achievements in the war. But remember that doesn't give you immunity for all your actions. You're not alone in the Imperial Castle."
"Of course not."
"I won't forgive you if you cross the line trying to compensate for your humble origins compared to your siblings."
"I will keep that in mind, always."

The 2nd Princess bowed her head slightly with a relaxed smile. Needless to say, the Emperor did not appreciate that smile.

"And, let me remind you once more: do not touch the Special Mission Academy's principal. Nemara is my life's benefactor, and the principal is that benefactor's daughter. Understood?"
"Of course. I'll be going now."

As Mirelis was about to turn away, the Emperor brought up another matter.

"By the way, how is that man Dian doing?"
"He's doing well, quietly. He seems quite satisfied with his position."
"When will he come to the Imperial Castle? I won't be at ease until I can keep an eye on him."
"As I mentioned before..."

The 2nd Princess answered with a subtle smile.

"He left the capital because he was uncomfortable with being treated as a hero. If Your Majesty summons him to the Imperial Castle, who knows if he might vanish without a trace again, just like ten years ago."

The Emperor's face paled at those words.

For the past ten years, the Emperor hadn't had a good night's sleep. The reason was none other than Dian, the suddenly missing member of the Demon King Assassination Task Force.

The Emperor believed Dian had abandoned everything and disappeared because he was dissatisfied with the Empire, and that someday he would come back to kill him.

While this seemed like an absurd delusion, the Emperor had developed extreme paranoia after Dark Elves attempting to assassinate him had reached his bedroom during the Four-Year War.

So the Emperor had the National Security Office and Intelligence Department search frantically for Dian while simultaneously appointing Linus as Captain of the Guard.

The logic was that if Dian invaded, only the Hero could stop someone who had been part of the team that killed the Demon King. And that was true.

However, Linus was too capable to remain as Captain of the Guard, so after years of effort, the 2nd Princess had recently managed to replace him. In response, the Emperor had gone so far as to make the insane suggestion of bringing the Dark Elf Nemara clan into the Imperial Castle—the very people who had saved him.

In the midst of all this, Linus had miraculously discovered the whereabouts of the missing task force member Dian and brought him back to the Empire.

Initially, the 2nd Princess had intended to tell no one about Dian's existence. This was to prevent factions coveting his credentials from interfering and to keep him completely under her control.

Of course, there were some who had crossed paths with him during his three years of military service, but those who knew he had been a member of the Demon King Assassination Task Force could be counted on one hand.

But when the Emperor actually began procedures to bring the Nemara clan to the Imperial Castle, she finally reported the matter to the Emperor to stop it.

Having Dark Elves enter the Imperial Castle was unthinkable and faced numerous objections, but the Emperor had already set a precedent by appointing Kirrin, a Dark Elf, as the principal of the Special Mission Academy.

This time, since it concerned his own life, he would push even more strongly. If left unchecked, they might actually see traitorous Dark Elves wandering the Imperial Castle gardens.

That would ruin all of the 2nd Princess's long-term plans.

However, when reporting that she had secured Dian and brought him to the academy, the 2nd Princess added some seasoning.

She claimed Dian had gone into seclusion because he was uncomfortable with attention, and she had barely managed to bring him back on the condition that his identity remain secret.

So if the Emperor didn't want him to disappear again, he shouldn't disturb or provoke him but instead let him live peacefully—that should be the priority.

And so far, the atmosphere was developing as the 2nd Princess had hoped.

"So rest assured, Your Majesty. I will take responsibility for managing him well."

The 2nd Princess bowed to the sweating Emperor with a smile.

# # # # #

As the 2nd Princess left the Emperor's office, her waiting aide approached.

"Did the report go well? I saw the 1st Prince coming out—was there any unpleasantness?"
"There was. Not on my side, but his. My brother absolutely hates encountering me."

The 1st Prince and the other siblings disliked and envied the 2nd Princess.

Unlike themselves with their meager appearances (except for the silver hair), she had a different physique and appearance. Moreover, she had earned great merit on the battlefield with her bold decisiveness and courage that didn't fear death.

With the support of post-war influential figures—officers of common origin who had served with her—the 2nd Princess had rapidly risen to become a powerful figure in the Imperial Castle, bypassing the succession order despite not being of absolute bloodline.

So it was no wonder the other heirs viewed Mirelis with distaste.

"But His Majesty was shouting—did something happen again?"
"It was trivial. Don't worry about it."
"But I'm concerned. His Majesty's fickleness and suspicion toward you seem to be worsening by the day."

The aide lowered his voice.

"His trust in those unpleasant Dark Elves of the Nemara clan... Perhaps His Majesty is experiencing something similar to what happened to Your Highness's mother..."
"Raise suspicions only when you can handle the consequences."
"Ah, I apologize..."

The 2nd Princess smiled at her flustered aide and asked:

"Is the Legion Special Forces graduation ceremony today?"
"Yes. After you prepare yourself, we'll move by carriage. You'll dine with the Special Forces commander there, and in the evening, you'll preside over the Inspection Department's deputy director meeting."
"Very well. While I prepare, deliver an order to the commander of Unit 5439. Strengthen surveillance on the 1st Prince's quarters starting today."
"To the commander of Unit 5439, strengthen surveillance on the 1st Prince's quarters. Confirmed."

The aide who received the order disappeared like a shadow down the corridor.

Left alone, the 2nd Princess headed not toward her office but elsewhere, pondering her aide's words.

It wasn't entirely baseless.

Between his continued delusions and his trust in Dark Elves rather than Imperial ministers, the Emperor had been growing increasingly strange since the war.

Some ministers suspected that the elderly Emperor had developed a mental illness or dementia from the stress of four years of war and the shock of the assassination attempt. Plus, he had barely slept properly for the past ten years.

Of course, no one with a death wish would dare voice this. But it was certain that the Emperor's current state was not normal.

Lost in these thoughts, the 2nd Princess arrived at her destination.

It was a tower located in a secluded part of the Imperial Castle.
Climbing the spiral staircase, she reached a small bedroom.

On the bed, bathed in sunset light streaming through the window, sat a beautiful woman with a gaunt expression, hugging a doll and looking outside.

"Mother."

When Mirelis called out, the woman startled and looked over.

"Don't come near!"

Seeing the large scar and crushed eyelid on the 2nd Princess's face, the woman cried out while clutching her doll.

"I won't give up Mirelis!"
"I'm not here to take Mirelis. I just wanted to check if you're well..."

The woman grabbed a water glass from the bedside table and threw it. Mirelis caught it right in front of her face, but the water spilled, soaking her hair.

"Get out! Get out right now! No! Not this child! Never!"

Looking into her mother's eyes filled with madness, Mirelis gave a sad smile.

"Then... I'll visit again next time. Please stay healthy."

After bowing respectfully, Mirelis was about to leave the tower when she paused.

"Please take good care of my mother."

Only after giving the tower attendant a few gold coins did Mirelis head to her office.

Mirelis's mother had gone mad after drinking a poisoned cup meant for Mirelis, prepared by "certain forces" worried about Mirelis gaining more power.

Even now, years later, she hasn't recovered and remains in the tower, treating a doll as her daughter and never stepping outside.

And Mirelis knows exactly who those "certain forces" are.

You can look forward to it... Someday I will surely bring all of you down and sit on the throne myself.

To do that, I need to keep that man Dian under me and utilize him well.

By now, he's probably figured out the general situation and is busy thinking things through in his own way.

From what I saw last time, he's got guts and is no ordinary person when he speaks.

The Imperial Castle is a den of giant vipers. Vipers hiding their venomous fangs, waiting for opportunities to bite and kill each other.

To survive in such a place as the child of a concubine who went mad, the 2nd Princess intended to use Dian as her powerful venomous fang.

# # # # #

Meanwhile, at the Imperial Special Mission Academy, in the standalone faculty house where Dian was staying.

"What's this, Olicia! Didn't you say we'd have gambas today?"
"I was too busy to buy the ingredients. This is delicious too, so just eat it!"
"I wanted to dip bread in the gambas sauce... What a shame."
"You don't act this picky when dining with important people, do you?"
"Do I look like a child to you?"
"Your taste buds are childish."
"Hey now!"
"Please don't behave like this outside."

Olicia raised her finger and said:

"You should never do anything that could be criticized. All those high-ranking people hide venomous fangs. If you want to rise higher than your current position..."
"I don't care, kid. Let them bite or not. And I'm not looking to climb higher. Anyway, tomorrow we're having gambas. Got it?!"
"Oh, really..."

Contrary to the 2nd Princess's expectation that he would be busy with political calculations, Dian was bickering with the young maid Olicia about not preparing the menu he wanted.

Ch.22 - Ride Your Steed, Knightly (2)
As soon as they confirmed the Imperial Castle's positive response, the Academy began work on establishing the shopping district.

When she first made the proposal, Kirrin had hesitated, so I thought she would drag her feet this time too, but surprisingly, she's being extremely proactive.

"It's because the Security Director gave us positive feedback for the first time."

Kirrin, holding the handwritten reply from the 2nd Princess, chattered excitedly with a flushed face.

"Since I became Principal, this has never happened before. I usually just get written reprimands, and once I was even summoned to the Imperial Castle. I was so scared I even leaked a little urine. Ah, that's a secret!"

Kirrin hastily put her finger to her lips.

"Anyway, this is our opportunity. I'm going to create the best academy shopping district so that if the Security Director comes for a field inspection later, she'll be satisfied."
"Yes, that's great news."
"This is all thanks to you."

Suddenly Kirrin grabbed my hand.

"Everything has changed since you came, and we even received praise from the Security Director. So from now on, continue to stay by my side... Ah?!"

Mid-sentence, Kirrin jumped in surprise and abruptly let go of my hand.

"I got too excited... Sorry."
"Seeing you in good spirits makes me happy too."
"Y-yes..."

Fidgeting with the hand that had held mine, Kirrin eventually hung her head low. How cute.

For our first phase, we planned to bring in a restaurant, bakery, beauty salon, general store, and bathhouse to the Academy.

I also suggested including a high-end dessert café famous in the capital.

It's the same place where I enjoyed that delicious cream pie alone after rushing through my meeting with Knightley.

You might think it would overlap with the bakery, but this is a medieval fantasy world.

The bread from bakeries isn't like modern bread—it's a staple food that replaces rice. So it's not really appropriate as a snack.

And looking at our Academy's gender ratio, half the students are female.

Girls this age consider chatting at cafés while enjoying sweet desserts and drinks as one of their main pastimes.

And it's not just girls—what guy doesn't like sweet things?

The situation is the same for faculty members.

With no casual place to chat, they're always lingering in department offices or the shaded smoking area behind the main building.

So a dessert café is essential for the welfare of everyone at the Academy.

Honestly, I want easy access to those desserts too. It's burdensome to keep asking Olicia to go into town for me.

Additionally, I proposed another idea to the Principal and Ismera.

"You're suggesting we create a practical training site for the Department of Arcane Theory in the shopping district?"

Ismera asked, carefully maintaining her expression.

"I heard there's a specialized class in the Department of Arcane Theory focused on accounting and commerce. We should bring those students in for practical training. They shouldn't just study from books—they need to learn in a real-world environment."

Our Academy is a Special Mission Academy. In plain terms, it's a spy school.

But not all students are trained to be spies engaged in espionage.

Since it's an institution that cultivates "all-around civil servants" for the Empire, it includes a special curriculum called the "Department of Combat" that doesn't exist in ordinary academies.

Consequently, not all of next year's graduates will become black operatives. Some will enter regular civil service positions, while others will be dispatched to various places according to need.

That will naturally include students who go to the Treasury Department of the Imperial Castle or become accounting and disbursement officers at major institutions.

And though it's rare, some might choose the private sector over civil service, so they need to gain diverse experiences and practical skills beyond combat and theory.

Even those who become black operatives won't just be doing assassinations and such—they might have missions involving undercover employment or embezzlement investigations, so they need at least basic knowledge.

By producing such well-rounded graduates, the 2nd Princess will be satisfied, and the current system with me as professor and Kirrin as principal will be maintained.

Since maintaining the current system is best for both me and Linus, I'm interfering with matters outside my department.

Ismera opened her mouth with an artificial smile.

"As expected of the Head Professor of Combat, your ideas are certainly bold and creative." (What does this ignorant fool think he's doing, meddling in another department's affairs?)
"I suppose my approach is different from the static Department of Theory." (You narrow-minded, old-fashioned woman. I'm giving you ideas here.)
"I'll discuss this positively with our professors." (Absolutely not. Are you crazy? Turn students into merchants?)

And Kirrin, who had been quietly listening to our exchange:

"That sounds like a really good idea! Let's include it!"
"Eh? Well, um... hoho..." (This shadow bastard?!)

Ismera hurriedly managed her expression at Kirrin's unexpected response.

"Principal." (This ignorant fool.) "Of course I also think Professor Dian is absolutely right. However, since various discussions are needed, perhaps we should proceed with some leeway?" (We will absolutely oppose this.)
"By discussions, do you mean permission from the Imperial Castle?" (Would you look at that?)

I interjected, and Ismera turned to me with a gentle smile.

"If necessary." (Let's not make this bigger than it needs to be, okay?)
"Don't worry about that. They already approved the shopping district, so why would they oppose this?" (Don't you understand the situation yet?) "Let's just write a letter and send it. The Head Professor of Theory has agreed, after all." (If you insist, I'll implicate you when I report to the Imperial Castle.)

At that, Ismera pressed her lips shut without saying anything. What a sly elf.

"This is something we can do at the Academy's discretion without involving the Imperial Castle." (Let's keep this amicable.) "Let's not stir things up unnecessarily." (If you keep opposing, I'll formally petition the Imperial Castle—with your name included.)
"Now that I think about it, Head Professor Dian's suggestion seems quite reasonable." (Sigh, this is frustrating...)

With Kirrin's active support and Ismera's reluctant agreement, this proposal was also approved.

Now, regarding where to establish the shopping district, I had already thought about that too.

Between the central area with the main building and administrative offices and the southern area with dormitories and faculty housing.

There are two four-story buildings with unclear purposes facing each other across a road.

They're connected to the west gate, making them easily accessible, so establishing a shopping district there would be ideal.

Fortunately, Ismera didn't try to twist my words on this matter.

Empowered by the Imperial Castle's positive response and the Principal's approval, the Academy administration quickly contracted interior design companies and arranged site visits with shop owners from downtown.

As a result, almost all the shops we wanted were confirmed, and construction began immediately.

The sight of wagons loaded with interior materials and workers filing in was truly spectacular.

"Hey, Dian."

While I was watching the scene with my arms crossed, a gruff voice called me from below.

Looking down, I saw Kazador, the dwarf Combat Equipment professor, looking up at me.

"Why aren't you teaching class? What are you doing here?"
"Damn it, I just can't concentrate."

Kazador showed his ten thick fingers, all bruised blue at the tips.

"What happened? Did you dig a tunnel with your bare hands?"
"I got distracted during a demonstration and hit my fingers with a hammer repeatedly. Unfortunately, the workshop window overlooks that construction site."

Kazador pointed at the ongoing construction site and grumbled.

"Human construction techniques are so primitive it's maddening. They shouldn't be doing it like that. Especially the bathhouse—it requires delicate work!"
"So how should it be done?"
"That's why I wanted to ask you a favor."

I knew what this dwarf was going to say before he even finished.

"You want me to let you participate in the construction, right?"
"What?! How did you know?!"
"What else would a dwarf who's fidgeting with his hammer and licking his lips be asking for?"
"You're quite perceptive!"

An Academy professor frequenting a construction site in his spare time...

In the modern world, this would cause an uproar, but when that professor is a dwarf, it's a completely different story.

Dwarves are naturally skilled at mining, construction, design, and crafting. If Kazador were to join the project, he could dramatically shorten the construction time.

Since he can't skip classes but can work during his free periods, it's something I can authorize without reporting to the Principal. There's no reason to refuse.

"Alright, let's do it. But only during your free periods."
"Thanks, Dian! I was dying of restlessness!"

An excited Kazador ran toward the construction site on his short legs.

# # # # #

News about the shopping district being built at the Academy spread instantly.

A restaurant, general store, bathhouse, beauty salon, and even a branch of the famous dessert café from downtown.

And the rumor was that all this happened because Combat Head Professor Dian "proposed to the Imperial Castle a project unrelated to the curriculum that would only consume budget, risking dismissal for the sake of student welfare."

Until now, people had to use the low-quality store run by Academy employees or take a carriage all the way downtown.

Even that was difficult for students with restricted access, so the creation of a shopping district including a dessert café was revolutionary.

This was an even more shocking and welcome change than Dian's combat curriculum reform—a truly remarkable achievement.

Even students who had complained about the tougher combat classes had to acknowledge this.

As a result, Dian's popularity soared among students—no, among all Academy members including professors and staff.

In reality, this was something the Academy could have done on its own, and informing the Imperial Castle was just a form of publicity to show "we're working hard on various improvements."

It wasn't some noble sacrifice by Dian—the story just got distorted as rumors spread.

But students couldn't know this, and since the shopping district wouldn't have happened without Dian, it was indeed thanks to him.

"Professor Dian is so wonderful."
"Handsome, good at taking jokes, and kind. How can someone be so perfect?"

Students whose fondness for Dian had reached its peak gathered at every opportunity to talk about him.

The number of students lingering around hoping to encounter Professor Dian during his campus patrols with a wooden sword on his shoulder increased.

Some students even began practicing in groups at the training ground after hours to catch Dian's attention.

And along with this, student interest in Knightley also increased.

Everyone already knew that her father, Duke Toulouse, was acquainted with Professor Dian.

"Senior Knightley, what kind of person is Professor Dian?"

Today again, some freshmen who didn't know about Knightley's cold and prickly personality flocked to her with questions.

"Have you known him since childhood? Then you must know what he likes?"
"I don't know such things, so get lost. If you ask one more useless—"
"It's Professor Dian!"

When someone shouted from the distance, the freshmen abandoned Knightley mid-sentence and ran toward the voice.

"Listen to people when they're talking!"

Knightley shouted angrily, but the freshmen's attention had long since left her.

"Professor Dian! Hello!"
"Oh, hey. What are you all doing gathered here? Planning a rebellion?"

When Dian threw a casual joke at the students crowding around him like clouds, laughter erupted from all directions.

"You're so handsome! Please date me!"
"Should I? Then you'll wait for me while I serve my prison sentence for minor seduction, right?"

Another burst of laughter.

"Please watch my swordsmanship! I practiced to show you! Yah! Yah!"
"Oh my, well done. If this were a cooking school, you'd be top of the class by now."
"Ah, you're so funny!"

Watching the bustling scene around Dian, Knightley, left alone, unconsciously bit her lip.

Ch.23 - Ride Your Steed, Knightly (3)
After the night infiltration class, things were surprisingly quiet.

I expected students to gossip about how I'd fainted before even entering the academy and been carried to the infirmary, but they continued as usual—either admiring Knightley, fearing her, or despising her from afar.

This was all thanks to Priestess Maya and Professor Dian.

The tight-lipped Priestess Maya told no one about what happened in the infirmary, while Professor Dian spread a believable rumor that "Knightley's level was so high she received separate advanced training."

Because of this, Knightley could continue her academy life as normal. However, not everything could remain the same as before.

"Professor, you deliberately set me up, didn't you?"

That night in the infirmary, after regaining consciousness thanks to the holy priest's healing, Knightley questioned Professor Dian.

"You sent me to that ridiculous place just to break my pride, didn't you?"
"How could you think that? If that had been my intention, I would have found much easier ways."
"Then why did you do this to me?"
"Because this is everyday life for the agents you so desperately want to become."

Dian explained to Knightley, with a subtle smile, what field agents actually do.

As she listened, Knightley's expression changed moment by moment—from interest and curiosity to shock and horror.

"Do they... really do such things?"
"I can't give specifics, but yes. And these are just standard missions. The 'special' agents you're talking about have it even tougher."
"How can they... Even special task force members are still human beings. They're not polymorphed dragons..."
"Haha!"

When Professor Dian laughed loudly, Priestess Maya looked up from the patient chart she was writing.

"Please be quiet in the infirmary."
"I apologize, Priestess."

Professor Dian bowed slightly to Priestess Maya, then turned back to Knightley with a suppressed laugh.

"As you said, they're just people. With my training, you could do it too. Of course, that's if you have the determination. Today was a kind of test to see if your resolve was genuine."

Knightley closed her mouth, unable to answer promptly.

The steep terrain she had crawled up and fallen from in the moonlight. Tree branches slapping her face, the charcoal camouflage long since washed away by sweat.

Her thigh muscles felt ready to burst, and she tasted metal in her mouth with each labored breath.

It was an extreme physical and mental exhaustion unlike anything she had ever experienced.

Do I really have to do this once a week? Can I... actually do this?

As the scratching of Priestess Maya's pen on the patient chart seemed unusually loud, Knightley bit her lip.

I have no choice. I've come too far to back down now.

I absolutely must become a field agent. Otherwise, Father will use his power to somehow pull me back into the family.

Having escaped once, a second escape would be impossible, and I'd end up in a political marriage I don't want. That cannot happen.

And above all, seeing Professor Dian's smile ignited a strange competitive spirit within her.

Until now, Knightley had never been beneath anyone else.

Everyone had bowed and scraped to please her, and no one had ever acted against her wishes.

She thought Professor Dian would be the same.

A pale man who smiled too easily.

Knightley thought she could manipulate the professor as she had done with others.

But that was a huge misconception.

Though she believed she had Professor Dian wrapped around her finger, it was actually Knightley who had been outmaneuvered.

There was an invisible, solid wall around Professor Dian that she simply couldn't overcome—a frustrating feeling she'd never experienced before.

It was a humiliating, shameful emotion she'd never felt before, and it made Knightley furious.

She wanted to wipe that smile off the handsome professor's face. She wanted to make him grovel before her like everyone else did.

I want to surpass him and crush him underfoot!

To do that, she needed to receive his private lessons diligently, but the man himself was just joking around with students. How pathetic!

This is a breach of contract. I should formally complain.

"Ugh...!"

As Knightley strode purposefully toward Dian, she was nearly knocked over by a group of students who had suddenly joined from somewhere.

"Hey! Watch where you're going!"

But the students didn't even notice Knightley was there, too focused on Dian.

"Move! Let me through!"

She tried to push through the crowd, but it was impossible for Knightley alone to penetrate the mass of people.

Instead, she was jostled by someone's elbow and stumbled backward out of the crowd.

Knightley glared in disbelief, then abruptly turned away.

Since it seemed difficult to approach Dian right now, she'd have to visit his office later.

# # # # #

With the dwarven combat equipment professor Kazador providing unsolicited advice, the interior construction of the shopping district progressed at an incredible pace.

In less than a week, construction was completed and shops began opening in a row.

A beauty salon, bakery, bathhouse, general store, various restaurants, and most importantly, a dessert café.

They hadn't yet filled all two buildings designated as the shopping district, but that could be done gradually.

Some floors were designated as practice rooms for the Department of Theory.

These practice rooms were set up as shops selling school supplies and materials needed for practical training, with one professor from the Department of Theory assigned to manage them.

Students were divided into groups to take turns operating the shops after school hours.

Anyway, the first phase of the shopping district was now complete, and a ceremony was held to mark the occasion.

A platform was set up on the road between the two shopping buildings facing each other.

With all faculty, students, and shop owners gathered, Principal Kirrin took the stage and cleared her throat.

"Ah, um... Hello everyone, I am Principal Kirrin Nemara."

Professor Orendi, the magic response professor, magically amplified Kirrin's voice to reach the more than thousand people present.

"Today marks the first opening of a shopping district in our Special Mission Academy. Um, I hope this change will enrich your school life. And um..."

Principal Kirrin hesitated, then pointed to me standing right in front of the platform.

Oh dear, Principal. Please don't.

"Professor Dian, our Head of Combat, has made especially significant contributions. Without Professor Dian..."
"Wooooooo!!"

The students erupted in cheers before Principal Kirrin could finish.

Principal Kirrin stepped down from the platform with an awkward smile, and Professor Orendi waved her hands dramatically, setting off magical fireworks above the crowd.

"Dian! Dian! Dian!"

As colorful magical sparks showered down while students chanted my name, I had no choice but to wave back at them.

"Anyone watching would think the Head Professor is actually the Principal. Oh my, I misspoke."

Infiltration Professor Lina covered her mouth after glancing at Kirrin in the distance.

"Alright, since we're celebrating, it's my treat. All Combat Department members, gather at the dessert café!"
"Hooray, how exciting!"

At my announcement, everyone from the Combat Department professors down to the junior assistants rushed excitedly toward the dessert café.

"Professor! Professor Dian! Wait a moment!"

Just then, someone urgently called my name from behind, and I tried to turn around, but couldn't.

"Let's hurry! Brogue wants mango cake!"

The orc unarmed combat professor Brogue pushed me forward forcefully.

Whoever it was, if it's urgent, they'll find me later, I suppose.

"Shall we go to the café too, Head Professor?"
"That sounds lovely."

When one of the Theory Department professors asked, Professor Ismera smiled with her eyes.

"I actually took a quick look earlier, and the desserts in the display case were so pretty and appetizing that even I, a vegetarian, was salivating."
"Ah, haha... I think it's better not to go..."

# # # # #

"Professor! Professor Dian! Wait a moment!"

As soon as the ceremony ended, Knightley pushed through people, calling out to Professor Dian. She wanted to request a meeting.

She planned to strongly protest that he shouldn't get carried away with his popularity but should proceed with her private lessons—this was a breach of contract.

However, Professor Dian disappeared from Knightley's sight as the large Professor Brogue pushed him along.

"No! Stop!"

Jostled by the crowd, Knightley continued pressing forward.

Since construction of the shopping district began, Knightley hadn't had a proper chance to meet Professor Dian.

He was either chatting with students or hovering around the construction site offering unsolicited advice, never staying in his office.

That terribly extroverted and social man was never alone for a moment, so Knightley had given up trying to speak with him.

Their private lessons were supposed to be a secret between them, so third parties shouldn't overhear.

That's why she had planned to catch Professor Dian right after the ceremony ended, to at least set up a meeting appointment, but...!

Having somehow pushed through the crowd, Knightley had to stop.

Professor Dian was sitting at an outdoor table of the bustling dessert café, surrounded by other professors and combat department assistants.

After watching Dian laugh and chat for a moment, Knightley made up her mind and strode toward him.

"Excuse me, Professor Di—"
"Head Professor! What would you like to drink?"
"Ah, I'll look at the menu and choose myself!"

Just as Knightley approached and opened her mouth, Dian jumped up and went inside the café.

As she tried to follow him in, the orc professor Brogue suddenly stood up too, completely blocking her path.

To make matters worse, the bell signaling the start of classes rang at that exact moment, forcing Knightley to turn away, biting her lip in frustration.

How can it be this difficult to talk to someone in the same academy?!

Doesn't that man ever get tired? How can he keep going like that all day? He's insane.

Stomping toward the lecture hall, Knightley suddenly stopped as a brilliant idea occurred to her.

Right... if he's busy during the day... I can meet him after hours!

Why didn't I think of that before...?

# # # # #

Late that night.

A student left the dormitory wearing a cloak.

With the hood pulled up, the student looked around cautiously before quickly hiding in the shadow of a building.

After checking the surroundings again, the student moved from shadow to shadow, like crossing stepping stones.

The destination was the faculty zone in the southern part of the academy.

The faculty zone was like a small village within the academy, lined with several dormitories and houses for professors and married staff.

Crouching under the signpost at the entrance to the zone, Knightley gauged the direction before hunching down and running quickly.

Using her authority as the graduating class president, she had already determined the location of Professor Dian's residence through various channels.

It should be that two-story detached house over there.

As she approached, Knightley worried that Dian might be hosting a barbecue party with other professors in his garden.

Fortunately, there were no such noisy sounds coming from Professor Dian's house or anywhere else in the zone.

Arriving at the front gate, Knightley confirmed the nameplate reading "Combat Head Professor Dian" and pressed herself against the wall.

Let me check the situation inside before ringing the doorbell. It would be awkward if another student or professor is there.

As Knightley carefully peeked over the wall, she froze at a strange sound coming from somewhere nearby.

Scratch-scratch-scratch-scratch. It sounded like a pen writing on paper, and it was coming from right beside her.

"Aaaaaahhh!!"

Slowly turning her head sideways, Knightley couldn't help but scream.

There stood Holy Priestess Maya, who was supposed to be staying at the infirmary.

The priestess had found a flat cornerstone to stand on and was peering over the wall, busily writing something in the journal she held.

Is that... the patient chart from the infirmary...?

When Knightley screamed, Priestess Maya turned to look at her with indifferent eyes, then hopped down from the cornerstone.

Then, as if nothing had happened, she tucked the patient chart inside her priest's robe and walked away with quick, small steps...?

"Master! There's a strange sound outside! I think there's a thief!"

Just then, a girl's shout came from inside, followed by the sound of hurried footsteps, and the front gate swung open.

"Thief!"

Olicia, Professor Dian's maid, quickly scanned the surroundings with an iron pan in her hand before making eye contact with Knightley, who was slumped against the wall.

"Huh...?"
"Ah..."

Knightley and Olicia stared at each other, unable to say anything more.

"Hey, Olicia. Don't make such a fuss. As if a thief would break into the academy?"

Dian sauntered out belatedly.

"It's probably just cats in heat during spring... or not..."
"H-hello, Professor..."

Knightley awkwardly greeted Dian, whose eyes had widened in surprise.

Ch.24 - Ride Your Steed, Knightly (4)
"Alright. To celebrate today, I'm treating everyone. All Combat Department staff, meet at the dessert café!"
"Hooray! This is exciting!"

At my announcement, everyone from the Combat Department professors down to the junior assistants excitedly rushed toward the dessert café in what could only be described as a charge.

"Professor! Professor Dian! Wait a moment!"

Someone urgently called my name from behind, and I tried to turn around, but couldn't.

"Let's hurry! Brogue wants mango cake!"

The Unarmed Combat professor, the orc Brogue, was pushing me forward forcefully.

Whoever it was, if it was urgent, they'd find me later, I supposed.

After settling at an outdoor table, the younger professors went inside to order desserts.

"Huh? You guys actually eat things like dessert?"
"You ordered the entire department to gather, Head Professor."

Arms crossed, Comprehensive Combat professor Morton replied gruffly. Armed Combat professor Geneve didn't even bother to respond.

"You've eaten this kind of thing before, right?"
"Never. Desserts are unsuitable for the Long-Range Patrol Corps. Perhaps for effeminate regular infantry, but not us."
"What? You've really never had dessert? What about you?"

Surprised by Morton's answer, I looked at Geneve, who silently shook his head.

Good heavens, how could they never have eaten dessert?

Well, I could understand not having tried it, but what did that have to do with the Long-Range Patrol Corps?

These guys were complete American-style macho men.

Aren't American men supposedly required to prove they're not gay at every moment?

"Now that you're academy professors, you should try things like this."

Neither of them responded.

"Head Professor! What would you like to drink?"
"Ah, I'll look at the menu and choose myself!"

Hearing someone call from inside, I stood up and entered the café.

While looking at the menu and ordering additional drinks and desserts, Psychology professor Pelemia tapped my shoulder.

"By the way, Head Professor. Aren't you going to invite the Principal?"
"The Principal? She can take care of herself."
"That's not what I mean. The Principal is technically part of our Combat Department too, right?"

Ah, that's right. Kirrin does double as the Assassination and Abduction course professor.

Looking around, I spotted the Principal standing alone in the distance with drooping ears, occasionally glancing our way.

"Principal!"

When I raised my hand, Kirrin's ears perked up.

"Come join us!"
"Ah, no. I'm fine. You all enjoy yourselves."
"Come on! You're also a Combat Department professor!"
"No, I don't want to. I just came to see what the interior looks like, and I'm about to leave."
"Pelemia. Bring the Principal over."

As Kirrin flustered and waved both hands in protest, I instructed Pelemia.

"I'm really fine! I'll just make you all uncomfortable!"

I laughed as Kirrin was dragged over by Pelemia.

That would only apply if you were a scary or overly authoritative boss, Principal.

"This way, Principal!"

With Professor Lina's warm welcome, Kirrin sat down, and finally, the entire Combat Department was gathered in one place.

Looking at everyone together like this, they resembled not so much academy professors as some kind of shadowy organization.

Let's examine them one by one.

Comprehensive Combat professor Morton, with his thick, muscular neck belying his middle age, and his fierce appearance with long braided white beard.

Armed Combat professor Geneve, with his cold gaze and tightly closed lips, his exposed arms and face covered in scars.

Unarmed Combat professor Brogue, a green orc standing over two meters tall with protruding tusks.

Combat Equipment professor Kazadar, a dwarf with thick forearms and a vicious hammer tucked in his belt.

Survival professor Waver, a hunter who received a medal for shooting down a hundred demons.

Magic Response professor Orendi, with her youthful appearance and freckles, but possessing tremendous magical power.

Infiltration professor Lina, whose gentle and kind personality contrasted with her unknown past as a former Special Task Force member.

Psychological Warfare professor Pelemia, who had specialized in interrogating captured high-ranking demon officials.

Combat Riding professor Anna, the gloomy black-haired type who always seemed depressed... well, I didn't know much about her.

And to top it all off, Principal Kirrin, a dark elf from a race notorious for assassination.

These were characters completely out of place at an outdoor dessert café table on this bright spring day.

Moreover, the assistants occupying the surrounding tables were all Combat Department members with their own impressive backgrounds.

If this world were some kind of "Accidental Villain" misunderstanding story, it wouldn't be impossible to conquer the world leading this bunch.

When the desserts arrived, I first offered a taste to Kirrin. She might be our clumsy Principal, but she was still the highest-ranking person here.

After taking a bite of the strawberry cream cake, Kirrin's ears fluttered and her ruby-colored eyes widened.

"This is incredibly delicious...?!"

Soon Kirrin was wolfing down the cake with her cheeks puffed out.

"The Principal looks just like a puppy right now."

Seeing this, Lina giggled and whispered to me quietly.

The other professors who tried the cake were all satisfied, and even the self-proclaimed macho men Morton and Geneve seemed to secretly enjoy it.



# # # # #

That evening, I bought some desserts to take home for Olicia.

Of course, Olicia was delighted too. These things were like cheat codes for girls her age.

"It's nice that I don't have to take a carriage into the city center anymore."

Olicia said while nibbling on a cream cake.

"Even though it's Professor Dian's personal carriage, I always felt uncomfortable asking the coachman when it wasn't academy business."
"Just use it. The academy provided it for all my personal errands too."
"Still, if I use it too openly, I might get on someone important's bad side."

Olicia was constantly worried I might get fired from the academy. If I were fired, we'd have to return to that backwater port town of Brunswell.

"Oh, and Professor Dian, did you place a stone by the wall?"
"A stone?"
"There's a flat foundation stone I've never seen before right next to the wall. I thought maybe you were planning some kind of project?"
"Really? What project would I be doing? Everything here is in perfect condition."
"Hmm, then what could it be...?"

Olicia lowered her voice as she munched on her cake.

"Could it be... a thief?"
"A thief?"
"They might have placed the stone there to climb up and scout the interior, waiting for an opportunity."
"What are you talking about, Olicia? This is the Special Mission Academy. No thief could get in here. Unless it was a demon death squad or something."
"I guess you're right..."
"Kyaaaaaaah!"

Suddenly, a scream came from outside.

"It's a thief!"

Without time to assess the situation, Olicia jumped up, grabbed an iron pan from the kitchen, and rushed outside.

"Oh my, this is real."

Figuring I should bring her back in, I followed Olicia outside.

"Hey, Olicia. Don't make such a fuss. How could a thief get into the academy? It's probably just a cat in heat during spring... or not..."
"H-hello, Professor..."

I was speechless when I saw Knightley sitting at the base of the wall.

# # # # #

"So, you came all the way here to complain about private tutoring? And you snuck out of the dormitory to do it?"
"Yes."

Knightley answered coolly as she sipped the warm tea Olicia had served. The flustered appearance she had earlier when her cloak came off was now completely gone.

"You're the class president. Should you be doing this? And for such a trivial matter, you could have just come during regular hours..."
"How can I find you when you're never in your office?!"

Knightley suddenly raised her voice.

"Every time I go, you're absent, and when I look for you, you're always at construction sites or joking around with students! If not that, you're hanging out with the Combat Department people!"
"Professor Dian! Is that true?!"

Olicia was startled by Knightley's torrent of words.

"Are you really just playing around instead of working?"
"No, that's not true. Hey, Knightley, someone might actually believe that's what I do."
"Professor Dian. What if you get fired? I don't want to go back to Brunswell!"
"I won't get fired, kid. Anyway, go get ready for bed."

I pushed Olicia into the bathroom and sat down again with Knightley.

"So, the point is, you want me to start the intensive private tutoring right away. Is that right?"
"Yes. This is a proper contract. You know verbal contracts are binding too, right?"
"I do."
"So fulfill your contract diligently. You said you'd give me weekly tutoring, but you haven't done it once since the night infiltration exercise."

That was true. There had been so many things happening that I hadn't been able to focus on it.

Initially, Knightley had made the request unilaterally, but I was also interested in teaching someone like her, and I had agreed to it to keep Principal Kirrin in her position.

As Knightley said, it was a contract between us, so I should fulfill it sincerely.

"Actually, I have something to do that would be perfect. Let's go together as part of your private tutoring."

For just a moment, a flash of excitement crossed Knightley's otherwise cold face.

"When?"
"We'll go tomorrow. So hurry back to your dormitory and get some sleep."
"Where are we going? What will we be doing?"
"You'll see when we get there. Satisfied now?"
"Fine."

Knightley maintained her composure as she stood up.

"Then, good night."
"Take care."

After Knightley left, I shook my head and sipped my tea.

No matter if she's the top student and a duke's daughter, who would think to visit a professor's home in the middle of the night? Kids these days.

"Oh? Did she leave?"

Olicia emerged from the bathroom and asked.

"Yes. Now go to bed. Early to bed helps you grow taller."
"Professor Dian. But what she said earlier, that's not true, right?"

Olicia was still worried.

"No, it's not, so don't worry. If I ever get fired as a professor, I'll give you all my assets."
"Really?! Wait! Let me get a pen and paper...!"

Just as Olicia was bustling about, apparently trying to get me to write some kind of promissory note, the door suddenly creaked open.

"Professor."

I turned to see Knightley standing there with her cloak wrapped around her.

"What? Why are you back? Do you have something else to say?"
"No, it's not that. It seems I can't return to the dormitory."
"What? Why?"
"The security magic activated after midnight. I can't get through."

Our academy's main facilities are protected by Professor Orendi's security magic to prevent nighttime intrusions.

So it activates at midnight.

Actually, breaking through security magic set by someone of Orendi's caliber isn't that difficult.

But that's only when you're infiltrating somewhere. This situation is different.

An academy professor can't just destroy security magic to sneak a student who snuck out back into the dormitory.

Well, there's no other option.

"Then just sleep here and go back early tomorrow morning. That should work."
"What?! Professor Dian!"

Olicia, more than Knightley, cried out in alarm.

"That's not acceptable! If anyone finds out, it's over!"
"No one will find out if we keep it between ourselves. Your bed is wide enough for both of you. That should work."
"No. I'll just sleep on the sofa. That's more comfortable for me."

Knightley immediately refused and pointed to the sofa where I was sitting.

Though she didn't say it directly, it seemed the noble young lady couldn't accept sharing a bed with a servant like Olicia.

"Fine, whatever makes you comfortable. You heard her, Olicia? Bring some bedding."
"Sigh... Alright."

When Olicia brought the bedding, Knightley carefully arranged it on the sofa.

"Well then, good night everyone."
"Good night."

Olicia went to her room on the first floor, Knightley lay down on the sofa, and I went upstairs.

In bed, I continued reading my novel, chuckling until I fell asleep.

# # # # #

In the middle of the night.

Knightley quietly opened her eyes and turned her head.

No light was coming from the room where the maid had gone in, suggesting she was already asleep.

Rising from the sofa, Knightley cautiously approached the window and looked outside.

Fortunately, there was no sign of Acolyte Maya's head popping up over the wall or anything like that.

Having confirmed that everything was clear, Knightley headed for the stairs leading to the second floor.

Too excited about tomorrow's private tutoring to sleep, Knightley was planning to visit Professor Dian's room.

If the professor was still awake, she hoped to chat about various things.

What he did in the past, how he became acquainted with her father, what led him to join the academy, and so on.

Since Professor Dian was always running around everywhere, opportunities for quiet one-on-one conversations like this were rare.

She hadn't even been able to properly request a meeting until now. If she let tonight pass, who knew when another chance would come.

"Where are you going?"

Just as she placed her foot on the first step, a voice suddenly spoke.

Nearly screaming, Knightley covered her mouth and looked up.

Halfway up the stairs, Olicia was lying at an angle wrapped in a blanket, looking down at Knightley with half-open eyes.

When did she get there so quietly? And what is she doing there anyway?!

"Ah, I..."

Completely caught off guard, Knightley stammered before finally coming up with an excuse.

"I-I need to use the bathroom..."
"The kitchen side door."
"Right..."

Damn it... That girl is always in the way...

Knightley bit her lip as she entered the bathroom to pretend to urinate even though she didn't need to.

And since no urine would come out, she had to suffer the humiliation of making a "shhhh" sound with her mouth to fool Olicia.

# # # # #

Listening to Knightley making fake urination sounds in the bathroom, Olicia clicked her tongue.

Nobles are ridiculous. What kind of noble makes peeing sounds with their mouth? Seriously.

As soon as Knightley finished her poor acting and came out, Olicia pointed to the living room.

"The sofa is that way."
"Y-yes... I was just about to go there..."

Watching Knightley hesitantly lie down on the sofa, Olicia shook her head.

I knew it. I knew it from the moment I first saw her.

Clearly a troublesome female student who came all the way to our quarters to see Professor Dian.

I've heard rumors that Professor Dian has become quite popular lately because of various things he's been doing, and that must be the reason.

And just as I expected, she tried to sneak into Professor Dian's bedroom!

Good thing I was keeping watch.

If something scandalous happened between that crazy noble girl and Professor Dian, he would be expelled from the academy, and I would have to return to Brunswell.

I won't let that happen.

As long as he's an academy professor, no one is getting near Professor Dian!

Ch.25 - Ride Your Steed, Knightly (5)
The next day, we woke up early and had breakfast.

Olicia, her eyes bloodshot from what appeared to be a sleepless night, was monitoring Knightley's every move.

She clearly didn't like Knightley for some reason.

"We'll be going now, so you should get some more sleep. Your eyes look like a rabbit's."

As I was putting on my cloak to leave, Olicia tugged at it.

"Master Dian. Just a moment."

After sending Knightley out first, I came back inside, and Olicia stood on her tiptoes to whisper in my ear.

"About that noblewoman. You need to keep your distance and be careful around her."
"Why? What don't you like about her?"
"It's not about liking or disliking. That private tutoring thing... her intentions seem quite impure."

Olicia then told me that last night, Knightley had tried to come up to my bedroom on the second floor.

"So you slept on the stairs to prevent her from coming up?"
"That noblewoman is probably just another student who admires you. She came under the pretext of a consultation but was planning to do something inappropriate at night. If you're not careful, she could end up becoming a burden."
"Hmm, I see."
"Don't react so casually, Master Dian!"

Olicia firmly raised her finger at my attitude.

"You're not just any professor, you're the Head Professor. You need to be careful about even the smallest actions. Especially relationships with women, and moreover, secret private tutoring with an underage female student..."
"Professor! What are you doing? Hurry up!"

When Knightley called out impatiently from outside, I removed Olicia's hand from my ear.

"I understand what you're saying. I'll be careful."
"Extra careful!"
"Yes, yes. Another professor accompanied me during the last private tutoring session, and it will be the same this time, so don't worry too much. I'll be back soon."

Olicia followed me to the entrance and glared at Knightley with her arms crossed and a dissatisfied expression. Knightley met her gaze without backing down.

"Professor. As I mentioned before, you need to manage your subordinates better."

Knightley spoke as we walked side by side toward the lecture hall.

"That little kid seems to be acting like she's the lady of the house."
"Lady of the house? What nonsense are you talking about now?"
"Because you treat her so comfortably, she doesn't know her place and is getting too familiar."

Knightley glanced back at Olicia, who was still watching us from a distance.

"If you leave her be, she'll eventually walk all over you, and by then, it will be very difficult to correct. I've seen such maids several times before. You probably don't understand since you're not a noble and she's your only maid, but..."
"Good grief, you're noisy."

I interrupted Knightley's words, pretending to clean my ear with my finger.

"She's my family. Like a little sister to me. Save your lectures about education for when you return to your main house, esteemed young lady."
"I'm not going back to the main house."
"Then you won't be a duke's daughter anymore. If you marry, you become an outsider to your family, and if you don't marry but cut ties with your home, you're still an outsider. You know that much, right?"

Knightley's face hardened, suggesting she was well aware of this fact.

"Let me tell you something as someone with more life experience. If possible, don't cut ties with your family. You'll only hurt yourself."
"Mind your own business."
"Oh, right. Come to think of it, didn't you mention something about your father and your family when you first asked me for private tutoring?"

After these consecutive blows, Knightley could only bite her lip without saying anything.

"Head Professor!"

As we arrived at the lecture hall in Knightley's unilateral silence, two professors standing in front greeted me.

"Good morning, Head Professor!"
"Hello..."

It was Magic Response Professor Orendi with her youthful appearance and freckled face, and Combat Riding Professor Anna with her gloomy black hair and hunched shoulders.

"Oh, Knightley came along too. Did you meet on the way?"
"No, I brought her along intentionally."

Orendi tilted her head at my words.

"You're bringing a student? This is a trip to secure teaching materials, not a class, right?"
"It's not teaching materials..."
"Ahaha, sorry."

When Anna timidly pointed this out, Orendi laughed cheerfully and corrected her mistake.

"Anyway, so you're bringing Knightley along?"
"Yes. It's a kind of advanced learning. As you know, Knightley is the top student. Regular classes don't suit her."
"That's true. Alright then. Knightley, have you ever crossed a dimensional gate before?"

Knightley, who had been desperately following our conversation without any information, shook her head at the mention of a "dimensional gate."

"Never. But... where are we going?"

Orendi looked at me in response to Knightley's question.

"You didn't tell Knightley, Head Professor?"
"We don't have time right now, so let's get going. We need to return before sunset."
"Understood. Let's move immediately. But first, let me verify the coordinates one last time."

Orendi and I spread out a map to cross-check our destination and calculated the coordinates several times.

Our destination has somewhat treacherous terrain, and if the dimensional gate's exit opens incorrectly, it could lead to disaster.

This seemed to be Knightley's first time seeing the coordinate calculation process for a dimensional gate, as she watched our conversation with her mouth half-open.

"I'll open the dimensional gate now."

Blue magical power gathered in Orendi's hands, creating a small vortex in the air before us.

The slowly spinning vortex of magic suddenly accelerated and expanded into an oval-shaped dimensional gate.

"Huh?!"

Knightley drew in a sharp breath, apparently seeing a dimensional gate for the first time.

"Relax... We're not going anywhere strange..."

Professor Anna told Knightley in her gloomy tone.

"I'll go first. Then Anna, Knightley, and Orendi in that order."
"Yes, Head Professor!"

We passed through the dimensional gate one after another.

Fortunately, the gate's exit opened onto flat ground rather than a cliff or swamp.

"This can't be..."

Knightley, who had stepped onto the ground after exiting the gate, stood with her mouth agape and a dumbfounded expression.

"Where is... this place..."

She couldn't continue speaking and just stared at the scenery before her.

"Wow, this really opens up the chest."

Orendi took a deep breath with a cheerful smile.

"Ugh, the wind is cold..."

Anna hunched her shoulders even more, looking dejected.

We were now standing on the Bron Plateau in the northeastern part of the continent.

The Bron Plateau, the most vast plateau on the continent, boasts a unique landscape where expansive, flat grasslands meet rugged rocky mountains.

The dark forest at the plateau's edge leads to blue mountain ranges, and the mountains lined up like a folding screen truly resemble a painting.

Especially on a spring day like today, the wildflowers in full bloom under the clear sky and the gently undulating grasslands create a magnificent sight.

"The Bron Plateau?"

Knightley was surprised by my explanation.

"That means we've practically crossed the continent... Why exactly did we come here?"
"To catch horses. We need them for combat riding classes."

In our Combat Department, there's a combat riding course taught by Anna.

As the title suggests, it's a course where students learn how to ride horses, which are the basic means of transportation in this world.

It's not just about riding horses, but also about how to steal horses from stables, how to ride without a saddle, how to fight while riding, and more.

Additionally, it covers how to drive carriages, how to file worn horseshoes, how to raise horses, and even how to butcher horses for food in extreme situations—basically everything related to horses.

In my previous life, it would be like teaching new National Intelligence Service recruits everything from driving cars to hot-wiring them when keys aren't available, and emergency maintenance.

The problem is that our academy doesn't have many proper horses right now.

When I checked Anna's stable, there were few war horses, and most were just small ponies.

War horses are large, have rough temperaments, pose a high risk of accidents, and cost an astronomical amount to maintain, which is why Principal Kirrin had reduced their numbers.

According to the Combat Department reform plan I created after my arrival, we need about thirty horses for combat riding, but the current number falls far short.

Kirrin suggested buying old horses that could no longer serve actively in the Imperial Army at a cheap price, but that doesn't seem right.

The Imperial Army's war horses receive so much training that being retired means they can no longer run at their proper speed. We can't conduct practical training with such horses.

This isn't a driving school; it's a spy school, and in the field, there's no luxury of choosing horses.

So it's better to train intensively from the beginning.

Fortunately, I confirmed that everyone has already learned basic horsemanship.

But purchasing thirty war horses outright would be like buying thirty mid-sized cars at once in my previous life—the budget would skyrocket.

So the solution I came up with was capturing wild horses.

The wild horses here on the Bron Plateau live in herds of dozens, centered around a leader. If we capture an entire herd, we solve the budget problem and provide students with good horses for practice—killing two birds with one stone.

Plus, wild horses have no owners. What a great idea. So I immediately formed a wild horse capture party.

Knightley came to me in the middle of the night complaining about why I wasn't giving her private lessons more often, so I brought her along as a tag-along.

"But I don't see any horses."

As Knightley said, there were no signs of wild horses anywhere on the plateau.

"They're all hiding because we appeared suddenly. They won't show themselves until they feel it's safe."
"Then should we hide somewhere and wait? How about over there?"

Orendi pointed to a corner of the plateau.

There were some structures half-buried in the ground, tilted at an angle.

Long logs connected in rectangular shapes were tilted and covered with weeds and vines, making them perfect for hiding while waiting for wild horses.

"What could this be?"
"Probably... the Demon King's army's wagons..."

When Orendi, who had entered the structure and sat down, asked, Anna answered gloomily.

"The wild horses here on the Bron Plateau... are larger and stronger than other war horses... so the Demon King's army coveted them greatly... These were probably wagons they brought here to capture the wild horses..."
"Oh, I see. But there are a lot more of these in the back too—eek! What's this?!"

Orendi, who had been sitting on the ground, jumped up in shock.

Looking closer, there was a skeleton protruding from the dirt where Orendi had been sitting!

"Ugh?!" "Ouch!!"

Knightley and Anna, seeing this, both hit their heads hard on the wagon's pillars as they tried to stand up.

"W-we need to get out of here right now...! We're standing on a grave...!"

I grabbed Anna's cloak as she tried to flee in terror, and laughed.

"Everyone calm down. These are demon race bones."

As I pulled up the protruding skull, two spiral horns like those of a mountain goat were revealed.

"So sit back down. If you make too much noise, the wild horses will run even further away."
"Ah, so they're not human. That gave me a fright."

Relieved to confirm they were demon bones, Orendi sighed and plopped back down on the ground. Anna also mumbled something and returned to the wagon's interior.

"But I'm curious about something."

Knightley looked at the demon skull I had thrown into a corner and asked.

"Here and in the back, there are dozens of abandoned wagons visible... Does this mean all these demons failed to capture wild horses and died here?"
"I guess so? Professor Anna, do you know anything about this?"
"I don't know exactly... but I've heard rumors..."

Anna opened her mouth in an eerie voice, almost whispering in response to Orendi's question.

"The Demon King's army, needing good war horses... sent troops here several times... but no one ever returned..."
"Why?"
"Look at the surrounding terrain... Rocky mountains perfect for something large to hide in... Flat plains ideal for taking flight... Doesn't it seem like a very good place for something to live...?"

At those words, Orendi burst into laughter.

"Are you suggesting a dragon? That's absurd. If that were the case, the wild horses couldn't survive either. They would have already become food."
"Then what else could have massacred so many of the Demon King's army here if not a dragon...?"
"Hmm, that's true... You have a point. Judging by the fact that there are only traces of demons, it certainly wasn't a battle with the human alliance."
"That's what I'm saying... To one-sidedly slaughter the Demon King's army, it can't be explained without a dragon..."

# # # # #

While Professors Orendi and Anna were having their serious discussion, Knightley was intently staring at something.

It was at the corner of the wagon wreckage where they were hiding, waiting for wild horses.

She had glimpsed something unusual between the vines wrapped around a thick log.

Reaching out to tear away the vines and weeds, she revealed some writing.

The letters had all been carved into the surface of the log with a sharp knife. The content was...

"The Elite Task Force was here!"
"Memorial for Horn-freak's Cemetery"
"Linus♡Celine Please Get Married"
"Our Friendship Forever!"

What on earth... is this...?
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Like graffiti you'd find at a famous tourist spot.

But this isn't a tourist attraction—it's a remote plateau where no human foot treads. Moreover, it's a place where demons were massacred in the past for some reason.

Judging by the cheerful tone of the content, it doesn't seem to have been written by demons...

'The Elite Task Force was here!'

Task Force—that would be from the Human Alliance that fought against the Demon King's army.

'Memorial for the Horn-freak Cemetery'

Does this mean this task force was responsible for slaughtering the demons who came to capture wild horses?

'Our friendship forever!'

They must have been extremely close to each other.

'Linus♡Celine please get married'

What could this mean? Were there people in the task force who liked each other?

But why do these names sound so familiar?

Linus, Linus, Linus...

Gasp! Could it be Sir Linus, the Hero of the Continent who killed the Demon King?!

It wasn't dragons that came here—it was Sir Linus!

That explains everything. Someone like Sir Linus could certainly have one-sidedly massacred the demons.

"Professors, look at this. Here..."
"Shh! They're here!"

Just as Knightley was about to tell the professors what she'd discovered, Professor Orendi raised her hand.

There, in the dark forest between the plains and the mountain range. At that boundary, the wild horses of Brunswell Plateau had appeared.

Knightley's mouth fell open at the sight, completely forgetting about the famous Hero's Party's graffiti.

The wild horses that appeared in the sunlight streaming through the low-hanging clouds were like a painting come to life.

Powerfully rippling muscles and sleek coats that seemed to emit their own light. Straight legs that effortlessly kicked across the plains as if running toward eternity.

There were about thirty of these beautiful horses, roughly matching the number the Academy needed.

After being mesmerized by the elegant movements of the wild horses for a while, Knightley suddenly snapped back to reality. A pressing question had strongly occurred to her.

"But... how are we going to capture them? Surely you're not planning to reuse this cart?"
"I'm not that ridiculous."

Dian laughed, and Knightley continued expressing her doubts.

"Let's say the three professors somehow manage to bring these horses back to the Academy. What then?"

When Dian gave her a questioning look, Knightley elaborated.

"Training real wild horses to carry riders is an extremely difficult process. Take racehorses for example—they must go through a procedure to get accustomed to harnesses from foalhood."

As the conversation turned to horse training, Combat Riding Professor Anna's eyes began to sparkle.

"Without that, if you suddenly try to mount a wild horse, it will strongly resist and thrash about, making it impossible to handle. And the students aren't professional trainers or tamers—how could they practice with wild horses?"
"C-continue, Student Knightley..."

Professor Anna urged her to continue, looking like she'd caught the scent of something indecent.

"The common practice is to catch foals and train them professionally according to their purpose. Without training, grown specimens are unusable. Horses are extremely stubborn animals, and once habits are formed, they're nearly impossible to break."

When she finished speaking, Professor Anna licked her lips with a "sssip" sound.

"You... know a lot about horses...? Have you always been interested in this field...?"
"I learned from stable hands while taking riding lessons as a child. I have absolutely no intention of pursuing this as a career."
"Ah, I see... But there's one thing you're overlooking..."

Professor Anna, who had slumped back down in disappointment, said.

"The wild horses of Brunswell Plateau are different from ordinary horses..."
"Different how?"
"They live in tightly-knit herds centered around a leader... Their bond and obedience to the leader are beyond imagination... Perhaps it's for survival in this isolated, harsh environment? Anyway... that makes them relatively easier to tame compared to other wild horses. Because..."

Hearing this, Knightley offered her guess.

"Don't tell me if you subdue the leader, the rest become docile or something like that?"
"Y-yes, exactly! But despite that, the fact that these high-quality horses are still in the wild means..."
"The effort and labor required to come all the way up here and subdue the leader is too great."
"Eek! You really seem to have talent in this field. Perhaps after graduation..."
"Is that the leader over there?"

At that moment, Orendi stretched out her arm, pointing.

Among the wild horses stood one pure white horse, like perpetual snow.

With a physique significantly larger than the other horses and a long flowing mane that looked like a crown bestowed only upon the king of horses.

"That's the leader."

Professor Dian, peering through the carts, spoke.

"If we can bring that one down, the others will submit naturally."
"But that won't be easy, will it? If those hooves kick you, you'd die instantly. My goodness, how can a horse be so large?"

Looking at the majestic leader controlling the herd, Orendi asked.

"Should we try magic?"
"That won't work... The horse might get hurt, and more importantly... you have to physically overpower it with brute force..."
"Then it's time for Professor Anna, our combat riding expert, to step up."
"No. Knightley will do it."

Everyone turned to Professor Dian with incredulous looks.

"What did you say?"
"Knightley will subdue that leader horse. That's today's private lesson."
"P-Professor... That's too dangerous..."

While the professors were flustered, Knightley, the person in question, could only stare at Dian without saying a word.

"I... have to ride that...?"
"Yes, Knightley. You're going to ride it."
"But that's..."

Knightley looked over Dian's shoulder at the leader horse again.

A massive wild horse incomparable to any other, looking almost like a hybrid between an ogre and a troll.

Knightley's lips trembled before she exclaimed in a low voice.

"There's no way I can suddenly ride something like that!"
"You've already mastered all the basic riding techniques. You said you wanted to become a task force member, right? In the field, you sometimes have to steal horses or capture wild ones like today, depending on the situation."

Dian said seriously.

"If you can subdue that leader, you'll be able to ride any horse in this world. Think about having that horse as your personal mount."
"But..."
"Mount your steed, Knightley."

At Dian's words, Knightley hung her head.

"This is really too much..."
"I'll watch over you from the side. That should be fine, right?"
"No..."

Despite her usually strong self-esteem, Knightley lacked confidence this time.

If she fell and got trampled by those massive hooves, her entire body would be crushed. Best case scenario: death. Worst case: living as a cripple for the rest of her life.

That's too frightening.

"I think it's noticed we're here?"

At Orendi's words, they turned to see the leader horse staring in their direction.

"If you're not going to ride, then go back, Knightley."

At Dian's firm words, Orendi turned to Knightley.

"Knightley. Think about why you came here. You wanted to learn advanced techniques, right?"
"But..."

Seeing Knightley hesitate, Dian turned his gaze to the professors.

"Anna, Orendi. Let's prepare."
"Understood."

While Anna took out a rope from her bag and coiled it, Orendi and Dian quickly discussed how to teleport Anna onto the leader horse.

Meanwhile, left alone, Knightley sank into terrible self-loathing.

She had talked big, but she never dreamed it would be like this.

She should have expected this when they pushed her into that impossible place during the night infiltration last time...

As Knightley bit her lip, her eyes suddenly fell on that graffiti from earlier.

Graffiti written by Sir Linus's Hero's Party. The stories of heroes that had made her heart flutter when her brothers told her about them as a child, nurturing her dream of becoming a task force member.

If I give up here... I become nothing.

I might just become an ordinary civil servant, living an average life, and eventually return to my family.

That must never happen!

Don't run away, don't run away, don't run away...

"I'll do it."

When Knightley spoke, the busy professors turned to look at her.

"What the hell, let's give it a try."

# # # # #

"Listen carefully, Knightley... As soon as you get on its back, put the rope around its neck..."

Anna handed the rope to Knightley while explaining.

"That's your lifeline... It would be good if you could also wrap it under its belly, but that will be difficult... Just put it around the neck, tighten it, and stay as close to its back as possible... Just hold on without falling off..."
"I understand."
"The Head Professor will put a lasso around the horse's neck and drain its strength, but you're the key... You absolutely must stay on its back... That's how the wild horses of Brunswell Plateau submit..."
"I'll try to hold on."

While Anna was earnestly instructing Knightley, Orendi worriedly asked Dian.

"Is this really okay?"
"It's fine. Knightley can handle holding on—she doesn't have to bring the horse down herself."
"But if she falls, it would be disastrous."
"It should be over in about ten minutes, so that won't happen."

Anna interjected at those words.

"How can you be so sure...? It will take at least an hour..."
"It's the intuition of a veteran who has crossed the line between life and death countless times. Let's begin."

When all preparations were complete, Orendi summoned blue magical energy in both hands.

"Knightley. When I count to three, you'll drop directly onto the horse's back. There's no time to prepare. You must act immediately."
"Understood."
"Good. Here we go. One, two, three!"

Suddenly, the horse's large white back appeared before her eyes.

Knightley immediately unwound the rope, looped it around the horse's neck, and tightly gripped its body with both legs.

Startled by the sudden mounting, the leader horse neighed loudly and began to buck violently back and forth.

Horses are already strong animals, but with a large leader horse deliberately thrashing about, Knightley was practically being flung through the air.

As the leader horse became excited, the rest of the herd fled in fear with thundering hooves, while Dian just stood with his arms crossed, watching Knightley.

"Head Professor! What are you doing? Throw the lasso!"

Anna and Orendi shouted at the sight, but Dian remained motionless with the lasso still slung over his shoulder.

Knightley gritted her teeth and clung desperately to the leader horse's neck and back.

Damn this professor! Why isn't he throwing the lasso quickly?!

What?! He said he'd help? Then why is he just standing there with his arms crossed?!

"Hurry up, Professor!!"
"Hang in there, Knightley~~~!"

That crazy bastard!!!!!!

Shame on me for being fooled twice!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
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"Help me quickly!!"
"This is part of your private tutoring. Endure it!"
"You, you absolute bastard!!"

While spewing curses, Knightley squeezed every muscle in her body to avoid falling off.

However, the horse bucked with such incredible strength that it was hard to believe it was an ordinary beast, leading Knightley to seriously wonder if this animal might be some hybrid with a magical creature.

After several violent shakes and bucks failed to dislodge Knightley, the horse suddenly bolted forward at full speed.

"Urgh?!"

As the horse galloped at an absurdly fast pace, the rushing wind made it difficult for Knightley to breathe.

As a member of a noble family, Knightley had been riding horses since she was very young.

Starting with ponies and eventually mastering horses similar in size to military warhorses, she had extensive experience.

With her excellent athletic abilities, Knightley had won several youth equestrian competitions held at the nobles' academy.

Despite this background, the current speed of this horse seemed impossible for a mere animal.

Moreover, without a proper saddle, all Knightley had to rely on was a single rope around the horse's neck.

Clinging to a wild horse with nothing but a rope was an impossible task for any Academy student to overcome.

As the surrounding scenery began to blur, Knightley sensed she would fall off soon.

She had long lost feeling in her hands gripping the rope, and excruciating pain shot through her entire body, especially between her legs.

I really can't hold on anymore...

Just as she was about to fall sideways, something grabbed her by the nape with tremendous force and threw her back onto the horse's back.

"Hold on, Knightley!"

Looking to the side, she saw Dian riding another wild horse, keeping pace right beside her.

"If you fall, you die!"
"You shouldn't have put me in this situation in the first place!! I can't hold on anymore!"
"You can do it! You made it through the night infiltration too!"
"I'm going to fall!! Catch me!"

As Knightley tried to throw herself off, Dian extended his foot and pushed her back onto the horse.

"Endure until the end! If you give up here, you won't be able to do anything in the future!"
"I can't! I just can't!"
"Hold on! If you give up here, your private tutoring ends today!"
"You damn bastard!"

Cursing, Knightley clung desperately to the horse.

"Keep your gaze centered and pull the rope! Lean your upper body back! Pull hard like you're trying to break its neck!"
"Ugh...!"

Instead of asking "How am I supposed to do that?!" Knightley summoned her remaining strength and pulled the rope.

The horse, its neck constricted by the noose, noticeably slowed down.

"Good. Now pull harder with your left hand! If you keep going straight, you'll crash into that rock!"

Looking ahead, she saw a boulder the size of a house embedded in the ground.

Gritting her teeth, Knightley pulled with her left hand. Despite the burning pain in her palm, the horse dramatically changed direction.

"Well done, Knightley. Now keep rocking it from side to side!"

Following Dian's instructions, Knightley wrapped the rope around her wrist and began pulling alternately with both arms.

At first, the horse resisted strongly, but gradually it began to follow Knightley's will, changing directions erratically.

"You're doing great, Knightley. Keep going like that."
"If I get off this horse alive... I swear I'll have my revenge!"
"That's the spirit. The mind overcomes adversity not through hope, but through hatred!"
"What insane nonsense!"

After what seemed like an eternity, the lead horse finally slowed down dramatically.

Reduced to almost walking pace, the horse kicked its hind legs a few times before finally snorting and trotting in circles.

"That's enough, Knightley."

Dian jumped off his horse and took the rope from Knightley's hands.

"Bleeeurgh!"

Falling from the horse, Knightley landed on all fours and violently vomited bile.

"Well done. You did it."
"Urgh..."

Despite Dian's praise, Knightley continued dry heaving, too exhausted to respond.

Damn that professor... that crazy professor... I almost died!

But she was too exhausted to voice these thoughts.

"Congratulations, Knightley!"

Orendi came running over and patted Knightley's back in congratulation.

"Congratulations, Knightley..."

Anna, arriving late, gently stroked Knightley's head before turning her attention to the horse.

"Congratulations, Knightley."

With Dian's words as he handed the horse over to Anna, Knightley lost consciousness.

# # # # #

"Knightley subdued the lead horse, Professor Anna!!"

Having just witnessed the lead horse come to a stop, Orendi shouted excitedly, jumping up and down.

"She rode that crazy horse and held on until the end!"
"Yes..."

Unlike the excited Orendi, Anna scratched her head with a gloomy expression and muttered.

"Strange... this shouldn't have ended so quickly..."
"What do you mean?"
"Think about it logically... A horse that size... It doesn't make sense for it to tire so quickly just because an Academy girl was riding it... Even ponies don't give in like this..."
"Hmm, is that so? Maybe Knightley is heavier than she looks. Come quickly!"

Dismissing Anna's suspicions, Orendi cheerfully called out as she ran toward Knightley and Dian.

Following behind Orendi, Anna pondered the situation.

The original plan was for Anna to use instant teleportation to mount the horse while Professor Dian would throw a lasso to help exhaust it.

This wasn't just any horse but a wild horse from Bron Plateau—specifically the lead horse—making it a risky task even for two professors.

But suddenly, without any prior consultation, Professor Dian had substituted Knightley for Anna.

It was clearly dangerous by anyone's standards, yet Professor Dian remained completely unconcerned, not even throwing a lasso to help, leaving Knightley to hold on by herself.

When the horse bolted, he effortlessly mounted another wild horse and gave chase.

Anna had been about to intervene, expecting Knightley would need to hang on for over an hour, but surprisingly, the lead horse submitted in less than ten minutes.

Before they started, Dian had boasted it would take only ten minutes, and remarkably, his prediction was spot on.

But that was something even Anna, an expert, couldn't have predicted—it was impossible.

Everything is suspicious.

1. Putting a student in place of a combat riding specialist professor
2. Claiming it would end in ten minutes
3. Handling an untamed wild horse with suspicious ease

Unless he could foresee the future and know everyone would emerge unharmed, no one could execute such an absurd plan with such confidence.

Suddenly, Anna had an incredible thought.

Could it be... that Professor Dian has the power of foresight?

After gently stroking Knightley's head as she sat on the ground, Anna witnessed Dian's strange behavior just before taking the rope.

"Yes, yes. Good boy."

After finishing his praise for Knightley, Dian was stroking the horse's mane, and amazingly, the horse was nuzzling its face against his.

"You finally remember? Yes, it's me."

Dian continued speaking to the horse with an affectionate expression and tone.

What's going on... What is he saying to that horse...

"I'm proud to see you've grown so well and now lead a herd."

What does that even mean?

"Head Professor... Did you know this horse from before?"
"Huh? No?"

Dian responded to Anna's question with a puzzled expression.

"But you just asked if it remembered you..."
"What are you talking about? I didn't say anything."
"I... I see..."

After asking twice and getting such responses from Dian, the timid Anna couldn't press further and just scratched her head.

This is really strange...

# # # # #

Knightley slowly opened her eyes.

An unfamiliar ceiling—no, a somewhat familiar ceiling.

Hearing a scratching sound, she turned to see Priestess Maya writing in a patient journal.

So I fainted and was brought to the infirmary again...

As Knightley tried to sit up, she groaned and fell back down, overwhelmed by the tremendous pain throughout her body.

It feels like I've been beaten all over with a club. The muscles around my groin are especially painful.

After clinging to a powerful wild horse without a saddle, it's no wonder I'm in pain.

Checking to see if Priestess Maya was watching, Knightley carefully spread her legs and began massaging the inner muscles of her groin.

The second private tutoring session.

The first had her infiltrating what was essentially a cliff in the middle of the night, and now she had tamed a wild horse without any safety measures.

This was clearly beyond what a normal Academy student could handle.

Dian is a crazy professor. He's insane. I don't think there's any deep meaning behind pushing me this far.

He's probably just annoyed that I pressured the Principal into giving me private lessons.

So he's giving me impossible tasks hoping I'll drop out on my own.

That man is really...

Wait a minute.

Come to think of it, I've successfully completed both private tutoring sessions.

I overcame the dangerous night infiltration and eventually subdued that notoriously temperamental wild horse from Bron Plateau.

During our first meeting, Professor Dian said something.

He was curious to see how far I could grow.

So... is Professor Dian deliberately creating situations that push the limits of my abilities?

Setting challenges I can overcome with just a bit more endurance... gradually raising the ceiling of what I can achieve?

Fine. I'll play along one more time, Professor Dian.

I'm also curious to see how far I can go.

"Still, it's a bit disappointing..."

If Professor Dian had told me exactly what we'd be doing, I could have prepared better.

For example, changing into riding pants and boots.

What kind of person makes an Academy girl in a skirt ride a horse bareback?!

As anger bubbled up again, Knightley moved her hands more rapidly while massaging her groin muscles, then winced in pain.

# # # # #

Observing all this, Priestess Maya calmly continued writing in her patient journal.

[Professor Dian visited the infirmary carrying an unconscious beautiful female student with clear rope marks on her wrists and extensive bruising in the groin area].

[Judging by the state of the groin bruising, it appears to have been caused by repeated vigorous up-and-down movements. Professor Dian claimed it was due to a "riding lesson," though I confirmed there was no official combat riding class on today's schedule].

[Additionally, there were traces of dried sticky fluid around the student's mouth. Unable to confirm whether this was vomit or some other substance].

[After regaining consciousness, the student expressed "disappointment" while spreading her legs and began massaging and rubbing between them].

[She subsequently continued this action with an excited expression at an increasing pace before stopping with a groan. Unable to confirm what was disappointing or whether that issue was resolved].
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"Principal! Principal! There's an emergency!"

The Academy's administrative director urgently burst into the principal's office.

"The Head Professor of Combat... Huh?"

There was no one at the principal's desk, which was piled high with documents like a mountain.

Strange. Where had the principal disappeared to? She should be here, clutching her head and sighing deeply as usual. And I have an urgent matter to report!

"Has anyone seen the Principal?"

But the administrative staff seemed equally clueless. Perhaps she went to observe classes? But it's lunchtime now.

The administrative director left the main building and rushed to the lecture hall right behind it.

"Has the Principal come here by any chance?"

He stopped a passing professor to ask, but was told she hadn't been there. How strange!

As the professor had said, after checking the entire lecture building, there was no sign of the Principal anywhere.

Could she possibly be at the Combat Department's outdoor training grounds?

"Administrative Director? What are you doing there?"

While contemplating which of the academy's many training grounds to check first, Professor Lina from the Combat Department passed by and asked.

She was carrying a bag filled with desserts from the café.

"I have something urgent to report to the Principal, but I can't find her."
"Ah, the Principal? Try the café. She's there."
"She's at the café? Thank you!"

The administrative director passed by Professor Lina and hurried toward the dessert café in the shopping district.

Being lunchtime, the café was bustling with students.

The administrative director managed to spot Principal Kirrin among the crowd.

Currently, Principal Kirrin was in the middle of devouring a whole strawberry cream cake placed on her table.

"Principal! What are you doing?!"

When the administrative director shouted, Principal Kirrin's ears shot up like a rabbit's and her eyes grew wide.

"W-what?"
"This is no time to be leisurely eating cake!"
"Then what should I be doing during lunch hour...?"
"Professor Dian has brought horses!"
"Really?!"

Principal Kirrin put down her fork, jumped up, and followed the administrative director at a run.

They headed to the stables located next to the Academy's combat riding training grounds.

Horses were emerging one after another from a large dimensional gate at the spacious pasture in front of the stables.

"Careful... careful! Bring them this way without startling them...!"

Under Professor Anna's supervision, teaching assistants from the Combat Department were leading the horses into the stables one by one, holding their reins.

"Principal. Welcome."

Professor Dian, who had been watching everything with his arms crossed, greeted Kirrin when he spotted her.

"What is all this...?"
"Is this your first time seeing horses?"

Despite Dian's joke, Kirrin was in no mood to laugh. She could hardly believe what she was seeing.

When Dian first raised the issue of needing combat horses, Kirrin had mentioned retired military horses.

If they brought in well-trained retired combat horses at a cheap price, it would be good for students to learn on, save budget, and reduce the effort needed to tame them.

However, Dian had argued that wasn't a good idea.

While a fully equipped imperial cavalry might be fine with that, field agents face all sorts of situations.

Riding well is important, but so is acquiring a horse in the first place. That's why they should teach everything from horse theft to butchering—everything about horses.

For this reason, Dian had decided to purchase only a few retired combat horses and fill the rest of the quota with untamed wild horses.

Students unfamiliar with horseback riding would start with ponies and retired combat horses to build fundamentals, while more advanced students would learn to ride wild horses.

Dian argued that if one could properly ride a wild horse, they could secure any horse anywhere.

He had boasted that he would bring quality wild horses within a few days.

Kirrin had many questions about how he would bring thirty-some wild horses and how they would be tamed...

"Where and how did you bring these from...?"
"Wild horses from the Bron Plateau. I had Knightley subdue the lead horse."
"Knightley...? An academy student who hasn't even graduated tamed wild horses...?"

It was hard to believe, but with horses filing in right before her eyes, she couldn't deny it either.

"Are these horses real, Orendi?"
"Would I lie to you, Principal?"

Orendi exclaimed excitedly.

"Knightley dropped onto the horse's back using instant teleportation and, with just a rope, managed to exhaust the leader's stamina!"
"She did that alone...?"
"Professor Dian ran alongside, encouraging her and catching her a few times when she nearly fell, but yes."
"That's impressive, student Knightley."

Kirrin sighed so deeply it seemed like she might dig a hole into the ground.

Did that man just put a duke's daughter on a wild horse without warning? If she had fallen, she could have been seriously injured at minimum!

The duke had stormed into the academy when she was hit with a wooden sword—if he learned his daughter had been put in a potentially fatal situation...

But Kirrin couldn't confront Dian strongly like she had at the comprehensive combat training grounds before.

Because Dian's position within the academy had become too secure with his achievements so far.

Let's review the "minor" achievements Dian had accomplished since "appearing" with a recommendation letter from the Imperial Castle:

1. Completely overhauled the Combat Department, which Kirrin had been too cautious to touch, making it more practical

2. Turned the hostile Duke Toulouse into an ally the moment they met

3. Brought in a priest from the Order—a Oracle Priest no less—in just half a day when they thought they'd never get one again

4. Realized the shopping district project with active support from the Imperial Castle, which they had avoided for fear of imperial disapproval

5. Somehow acquired thirty docile wild horses without spending a single copper coin

Dian had single-handedly accomplished projects that would require the full efforts of any decent academy.

So Kirrin, being "merely" the principal, was in no position to tell Dian what to do.

And even more significant was Kirrin's feelings toward Dian.

Since Duke Toulouse had left the academy laughing heartily, Kirrin had been relying on Dian considerably.

This person can save me. He can save me from the terrible future of being dismissed and returning to my clan's forest.

That feeling had grown with subsequent events, and Kirrin was now concretely considering giving the principal position to Dian and stepping down to become a regular subject professor.

If that happened, the Imperial Castle would be happy to have the capable Dian replace the troublesome Kirrin, Kirrin would be happy not to return to her clan's forest while still being an academy professor, and Dian would be happy with the promotion.

Of course, she wasn't sure how her father would feel about her demotion from principal to professor, but perhaps if she explained that there was this capable talent at the Imperial Castle and they had to make major position changes, it would be acceptable?

And she did have something in mind as a kind of "safety measure" for that.

That was marri—

"Principal? Did you eat something?"
"What?"
"What's that on your face?"

Suddenly, Dian reached out and touched the corner of Kirrin's mouth.

"What's this, cream?"

On Dian's finger was cream from the cake she had been devouring at the dessert café earlier.

"Your black skin makes the white really stand out."

Dian chuckled and licked the cream off his finger.

"Mmm, delicious. This is from the dessert café in the shopping district, right? Their cakes are really tast— Principal!"

Dian quickly caught Kirrin as she staggered and nearly collapsed from extreme dizziness.

"What's wrong?"
"Because of you... Ah!"

In her disoriented state, Kirrin suddenly realized she had misspoken and hurriedly closed her mouth, almost biting her tongue.

"Hmm, Principal."

Dian, still holding Kirrin, narrowed his eyes suspiciously and spoke in a meaningful tone.

"W-what...?!"

Kirrin's heart pounded and her ears began to flutter, afraid that Dian might pick up on her slip.

They were close enough that she could feel his breath. If he discovered her true feelings here, it would be unbearable! And there were other professors and assistants around!

"How much cake did you eat?"
"Huh?"

But what came out of Dian's mouth was something completely different.

"What do you mean...?"
"The cake—how much did you eat by yourself? You didn't finish a whole cake, did you?"
"N-no, about half..."
"That's why you're like this."

Dian smiled and gently pushed the bridge of Kirrin's nose with his finger.

"You ate half a cake of that sweet stuff by yourself, so your blood sugar spiked suddenly, making you unbearably sleepy."
"What's blood sugar...?"
"It's like sugar mixed in your blood. When you eat a lot of sweets, it temporarily shoots up."
"I don't really understand, but I'll keep that in mind..."
"Now stand up on your own."

Only then did Kirrin realize she was still leaning in Dian's arms.

"Professor!"

Just then, they saw Professor Lina running toward them with a bag full of desserts.

"I bought snacks! Have some while you work!"

Professor Lina, swift as befitting an infiltration professor, rushed in at incredible speed and linked her arm with Dian's, causing Kirrin to be flung in the opposite direction.

"Look at these. I have cake slices, financiers, madeleines, and coffee too..."
"Oh! Snacks!"
As Professor Lina showed the contents of her bag to Dian, chattering away, Professor Orendi ran over with a delighted expression.

"Professor Anna! Come quickly! Professor Lina brought snacks!"
"Wow, those look delicious. Let's all take a break!"

Excluded from the scene where professors were gathering excitedly around the desserts, Kirrin stood awkwardly, watching Dian enjoy himself.

Dian really is better suited to be principal. I should step down as soon as possible.

But... if I offer to step down to professor, will the 2nd Princess accept my proposal at face value?

Might she use our past friction as an excuse to dismiss me outright?

I probably need a "second safety measure."

Until now, I've been cautious and avoided taking initiative for fear of dismissal, but now I have Dian supporting me from behind.

It's not too late to build achievements while I still have the principal's authority.

Then when I want to step down to professor later, the 2nd Princess won't be able to dismiss me coldly.

She'll consider me valuable enough to keep as a professor at minimum.

Dian promised to protect me and has kept that promise so far, so he'll probably be a strong ally even if I try various things.

Now is the right time. I can't miss this opportunity.

Alright, Kirrin!!

Trust Dian and go for it boldly!!

Ch.29 - External Special Student Selection Exam (2)
I spotted Professor Lina selecting one of the desserts she had brought when I noticed Kirrin muttering something to herself.

Her expression, like she'd made some firm decision, was quite unsettling.

It felt like watching the class outcast in the back row suddenly raising their hand with a serious look.

"Principal. Come join us for some... Where are you going?"

Either not hearing my call or ignoring it, Kirrin spun around and dashed toward the main building. Is she really planning something?

Nah, that can't be. She's so afraid of getting fired that she even canceled the practical training.

Dismissing any concern about Kirrin, I quickly reached for dessert before the other professors took everything.

"Hey, Orendi. Put that down. I already called dibs on it."
"But... this is the tastiest one..."

While enjoying the cream cake I'd snatched from Orendi, I turned my gaze toward the stable.

Inside, a beautiful pure white lead horse was watching me with its large eyes.

They say a decade brings many changes. That horse was just a foal back then, but now it's grown to lead the herd.

That one formed a bond with me and Linus's task force during our operation at Bron Plateau.

Saying I "formed a bond" with a horse might sound odd, but anyway.

At that time, our task force had received intelligence that the Demon King's army was moving to capture wild horses from Bron Plateau, and we were mobilizing in that direction.

But the Demon King's forces were faster, and by the time we arrived, the wild horses were already captured and being led away.

We ambushed and annihilated them all, freeing the wild horses, but we couldn't prevent some casualties during the battle.

That one was among the foals who lost their mothers.

We didn't leave the plateau immediately but waited for the Demon King's rear guard, and during those few days, we cared for the injured wild horses and foals.

Celine, who was a hunter, had knowledge in that area, and thanks to her, that little one who had been whimpering and dying regained its strength and could run again.

After wiping out the Demon King's rear guard completely, we left the plateau, and now, ten years later, I've returned for this assignment.

Originally, Knightley planned to have students practice taming a smaller wild horse, but when she saw that one as the herd leader, she changed her plan.

Truthfully, if she had just mounted Knightley on it, she probably wouldn't have lasted long before falling off, but I made a calculated gamble.

Horses are much smarter animals than people think, and the wild horses of Bron Plateau are exceptionally so.

I expected it would recognize me and stop bucking after a short while.

And if it didn't recognize me and continued to rampage?

Then I would step in and subdue it myself. If Knightley fell, Orendi could evacuate her with instant teleportation.

With contingency plans in place for the worst-case scenario, we deployed Knightley, and the result was as I expected.

A normal wild horse would have caused endless trouble, but as I ran alongside it and kept talking to it, the horse remembered me and complied within ten minutes.

This is how we were able to bring the entire wild horse herd to the academy for practical training.

The wild horses of Bron Plateau are very intelligent, and with the leader being cooperative, we can conduct training and practice for various scenarios.

For example, a tamed horse can "act" like it's being ridden for the first time during lessons with new riders.

With Professor Anna, the genius of combat horsemanship (though it's not obvious from looking at her), it shouldn't be difficult.

"By the way, *munch munch*, I wonder if we'll skip it again this year," Orendi said, grabbing another pastry after I'd stolen her cake, changing the subject.

"Skip what?"
"The special talent student selection. According to the operating regulations, it should be held at the beginning of the year."
"What's a special talent student?"

When I asked this in succession, Orendi gave me a very suspicious look.

"Head Professor, I have to ask—have you not read the operating regulations?"
"I haven't."
"What? Wouldn't it be easier to do your job if you read them? It would be troublesome if your initiatives got derailed midway because they conflict with regulations."
"That's why I have you all who know the regulations inside out to point things out. Anyway, what's a special talent student?"

Orendi looked at me with an expression of disbelief, then chuckled and explained.

"Normally, students enter our academy through entrance exams and start from the first year, right? But special talent students don't take the exam and start directly in the highest grade—this year, that would be the graduating class."
"Really? So these 'special talent students' are people with exceptional skills? Good enough that they don't need to go through the regular curriculum step by step?"
"Exactly. Several academies have already implemented this system. Producing outstanding graduates is the academy's top priority, after all. Even if we didn't teach them from the ground up, they're still academy graduates."
"I understand. But our academy has never done this before?"
"That's right."

This must also be due to Kirrin's fear of being dismissed as principal if something goes wrong.

"So how many of these special talent students do you select?"
"Maximum of five, but it depends on the quality of applicants. If none meet the academy's standards, all could be rejected."

This doesn't sound like a bad system at all.

"When is this supposed to happen?"
"Around now, we should be posting the selection announcement. That way, we can make the final selection within this month so they can participate in the formal curriculum of the graduating class."

Orendi glanced toward the main building where Kirrin had disappeared.

"But judging by the lack of news, I guess we'll skip it again this year."
"I see. So that's how it is."

We should definitely do this. Regulations aside, it's an opportunity to bring in good talent from outside, and we should take it.

As Orendi said, as long as they have a diploma, they're academy graduates.

If we can recruit even one excellent person and have them graduate, it ultimately enhances our academy's prestige.

Improving the quality of graduates and building the academy's reputation would please the 2nd Princess, and she might think, "The academy is running well enough without making Dian the principal."

Let me finish up here, complete today's remaining work, and then formally propose this to Kirrin tomorrow.

# # # # #

The next morning.

"Professor!"

Just as I was leaving the faculty area heading toward the main building, someone called out to me in a sharp voice.

I turned to see Knightley glaring at me with a very dissatisfied expression.

"What are you doing here at this hour? Don't you have class?"
"It's still before first period."
"Ah, right. Then hurry and prepare for class. I'm busy, so I'll be going."
"Wait a moment!"

Just as I was about to walk away, Knightley shrieked and tried to run toward me.

Instead, she spread her legs shoulder-width apart and wobbled side to side, approaching me shakily.

I almost burst out laughing at the sight but bit my lip hard and waited for her to approach.

However, Knightley was moving so slowly that I had no choice but to apologize.

"Sorry, but I need to meet with the Principal right now. Unless it's something urgent that can't wait, let's talk later!"

I feel bad for Knightley, but I have a lot to do today, including talking to Kirrin about the "special talent student selection" before classes start.

"Professor! Argh! Really!"

Leaving Knightley's wailing behind, I hurried to the main building where I heard unexpected news from the administrative director.

"What? She went to the Imperial Castle?"
"Yes, Head Professor. She went to report on current affairs."
"Hmm, I see..."

What's this dark elf suddenly up to? She used to tremble at the mere mention of the 2nd Princess.

I suddenly recalled Kirrin's face from yesterday at the stable.

She had been muttering to herself with an incredibly determined expression.

Usually when an outcast makes a big decision, it often leads to rash actions.

I hope she doesn't do something ridiculous and get scolded or fired.

# # # # #

"Sigh... this is driving me crazy..."

As the rattling carriage approached the Imperial Castle walls, Kirrin let out a dry sigh.

On her lap rested an ornate gold-trimmed approval folder. It contained the current affairs report for the 2nd Princess.

Kirrin's sudden decision to visit the Imperial Castle stemmed from the resolution she made yesterday while watching Dian.

To smoothly hand over the principal position to Dian and step down to professor, she needed to start building achievements methodically from now on—that was her plan.

So Kirrin prepared the report and contacted the Imperial Castle about visiting today, and fortunately, the 2nd Princess had accepted.

"So... the special talent student selection and... um... the graduation class competition schedule and... what else was there... the preliminary interviews with hiring agencies..."

While Kirrin was reciting the items to report to the 2nd Princess, the carriage came to a stop in front of the main castle.

"Welcome, Principal Kirrin."

A servant who came to greet her guided Kirrin into the castle.

Walking down the corridor, Kirrin took a deep breath and tugged at her shirt collar, but it was useless.

The fear constricting her chest wouldn't disappear with just a few deep breaths.

Ah, if I had known it would be like this, maybe I should have asked Dian to come with me.

It might have been a little better with Dian by my side...

But Dian is busy leading the Combat Department. Bringing him here would be an inconvenience to him.

And I'm the principal. I need to act according to my position.

If it looks like I'm hiding behind Dian, the 2nd Princess might use it as another excuse to question my qualifications as principal.

Taking another deep breath, Kirrin walked down the corridor that felt like it led to an execution ground, and stood in front of the 2nd Princess's office.

"Please surrender everything you're carrying first."
"Understood..."

Only after Kirrin emptied all the various daggers, poison needles, and snares hidden all over her body did she hesitantly knock on the door and speak.

"K-K-K-Kirrin Nemara... M-m-may I ask if I c-c-can enter..."
"Come in."

As the 2nd Princess's response came from inside, Kirrin felt her blood run cold as she opened the door.

Ch.30 - External Special Student Selection Exam (3)
"Gasp?!"

As Kirrin opened the door and entered, she jumped back in surprise, trying to retreat and close the door again.

"I told you to come in."
"B-but..."

Frozen by the 2nd Princess's command, Kirrin couldn't move an inch.

The 2nd Princess was in the middle of getting dressed by the window. It was a highly inappropriate timing for receiving a report.

But that wasn't the only reason Kirrin was flustered and trying to withdraw.

Most of the Princess's exposed back was covered with terrible burn scars.

So terrible that Kirrin, who had lived only in her clan's forest until after the war ended, couldn't even bring herself to look directly at them.

"I apologize. I thought I had enough time before you arrived."
"N-no... I'm sorry..."
"It's fine. Don't just stand there, come in. Unless my body is too hideous for you to bear."

Retreating now would be tantamount to admitting that the Princess's body was grotesque.

Kirrin reluctantly entered the office with hesitant steps, closing the door behind her.

By then, the Princess had put on her shirt and was buttoning it while slowly turning around.

Because of the scar that consumed half of her left face, Kirrin met only a single gaze and unconsciously lowered her head.

This time, it wasn't because of the scar. The 2nd Princess possessed an elegant and beautiful appearance that even scars couldn't diminish.

Kirrin simply didn't have the courage to meet that piercing gaze directly.

This woman had proven her abilities by participating in the Four-Year War as a commander, surviving countless brushes with death and achieving remarkable accomplishments.

She stood at the complete opposite end of the spectrum from Kirrin, who had become principal only because of her father's influence.

"What's that?"

Having finished buttoning her shirt, the Princess glanced at the approval folder in Kirrin's hands while putting on her medal-adorned uniform.

"Th-this is... a r-report on c-current affairs..."
"Is that so? I don't recall being told about receiving a report. Well, that's fine."

The Princess sat down in her chair, crossed her legs, and smiled.

"Since you prepared it, I'll listen. Come closer."

When the Princess beckoned with her finger, Kirrin hesitantly stood beside her.

The Princess looked up at the slightly trembling Kirrin and chuckled softly.

"Why are you so nervous?"
"I'm sorry..."
"Report."

With trembling hands, Kirrin opened the approval folder in front of the Princess and began her report.

"I'll begin..."

The report detailed the new initiatives Kirrin planned to implement at the Academy this year.

From the selection of external special talent students at the beginning of the year to external competitions and self-evaluations to verify graduating students' abilities, as well as preliminary interviews and information sessions with prospective hiring institutions.

Though it sounded grand, it essentially meant: "I'll work hard like this, so please look favorably upon me."

The 2nd Princess, having seen through these intentions completely, simply smiled silently and listened attentively to the end of the report.

The Princess was not only several years older than Kirrin but also several ranks above her as a superior.

While she might dislike the complicated political situation that made Kirrin the principal through the Emperor's parachute appointment, she didn't dislike Kirrin herself.

So in the Princess's eyes, Kirrin's attempt to express her determination despite her fear just looked adorable.

"All good. Proceed as you've reported."

The 2nd Princess spoke without hesitation once the report was finished.

"You really are remarkably good at creating reports. I wish our National Security Office staff were half as good as you."
"Huh?! Th-thank you...! Ouch!"

Startled by the sudden praise, Kirrin bowed deeply in panic and ended up hitting her forehead on the desk.

Such behavior would be unimaginable for a Dark Elf, but right now, Kirrin was like a reed in a typhoon before the 2nd Princess.

"But I'm curious about one thing."
"Please speak..."
"Despite my orders and warnings, you've been neglecting combat training courses, focusing only on keeping your position."

Kirrin could only open and close her mouth wordlessly at the Princess's direct statement.

"But looking at what you've reported today, it seems you're determined to leave past mistakes behind and make a fresh start. What made you suddenly change your attitude?"
"Well, that's..."

Kirrin pondered for a moment about how to answer.

She couldn't say it was because of Dian. She couldn't admit that she had the confidence to take bold actions because she believed Dian would protect and help her if problems arose.

As Kirrin hesitated, the 2nd Princess rested her chin on her hand and asked:

"Is it perhaps because of the newly appointed Head Professor of Combat?"
"Eh?! N-no, not at all!"

Kirrin's eyes widened at the Princess's sharp question, and she shook her head vigorously, making the Princess laugh out loud.

"Let's say it's not."
"It really isn't, Your Excellency..."
"Alright. I understand."

The Princess looked at Kirrin, who had lowered her head, and asked:

"By the way, how is Professor Dian doing?"
"The Head Professor of Combat... is very busy these days. Just yesterday, he personally captured wild horses from the Bron Plateau."

Kirrin told the 2nd Princess about Dian's absurd plan to bring in more than thirty wild horses.

"That's not all. The recently established shopping district was almost entirely Professor Dian's initiative. That's why both students and faculty all like Professor Dian."
"And I suppose that includes you."
"It does not."

The 2nd Princess smiled gently at Kirrin's firm denial.

"Very well, Kirrin. I've heard your report. Go back and do your best in your duties."
"Yes, Your Excellency. But I actually came because I was summoned..."
"My business with you is already finished."
"Pardon...?"
"You may go now."
"I understand..."

Though confused, Kirrin turned and left the office since the Princess had ordered her to leave twice.

Looking at the closed door, the Princess chuckled once more.

Originally, the Princess had summoned Kirrin to check if her attitude had changed since Dian became a professor.

If Kirrin had remained the same, the Princess had planned to replace her with either Dian or Linus as principal, even if it meant opposing the Emperor.

The largest employers of students graduating from the Special Mission Academy early next year would be the National Security Office and its subordinate organizations under the 2nd Princess's command.

Although students selected for each organization would receive additional training to become perfect agents, they still needed to reach a certain level at the Academy first.

That's why she had summoned Kirrin, and after meeting her, the Princess decided to postpone her plans.

The current Kirrin was different from before. Though she couldn't be certain, it was probably because of Dian.

After all, there had been no other special catalyst at the Academy recently that could have changed Kirrin so dramatically.

As expected of Lord Linus's friend.

I'll leave Kirrin alone for now.

# # # # #

"Yes, yes, YES!!"

In the carriage returning to the Academy, Kirrin let out a joyful scream.

Though she had trembled, she had delivered her report well, and the Princess had praised her for the first time.

This is all thanks to Dian.

Dian came and changed the Academy's atmosphere, protected me, and gave me courage.

Dian is really... sigh...

As Kirrin was smiling to herself with her hands on her cheeks, the carriage passed through the Academy's main gate and stopped at the main building.

"Oh? You're back already?"

As the carriage door opened, Dian, who happened to be passing by, stopped and greeted Kirrin.

"Dian...?"

Upon seeing his face, Kirrin felt affection and gratitude welling up from her heart, and she leaped into Dian's arms.

"Dian!"
"Gah!"

Though a half-blood, Kirrin was still a Dark Elf, so her leap was quite sharp.

"Dian! Thank you so much! You're all I have!"
"What are you doing?! There are people watching!"

As Kirrin nuzzled her face against his chest, Dian panicked and pushed her away.

Only then did Kirrin realize that she had been swept away by momentary emotion and done something crazy, and that the combat department professors were standing behind Dian.

"Eek?!"

Mortified that everyone had seen her, Kirrin stumbled backward until her back hit the carriage.

The combat professors stared at her with expressions that revealed their individual personalities.

Though each was different, they all shared one thing in common: silence. Either they had nothing to say, didn't want to say anything, or were speechless.

"The dark-skinned principal just indirectly proposed breeding to the Head Professor."

Breaking through that terribly cold silence, the Orc professor Brogue opened his mouth.

"Shut up, Brogue."

When Professor Morton spoke in a low voice, Brogue was about to say something else.

"Haha!! This is such a warm and friendly atmosphere!"

Survival Professor Waver laughed loudly, slapping the shoulders of Orendi and Pelemia standing on either side of him.

"How wonderful to see. Right? Well then, let's go ahead! Come on!"

As the professors moved away, Dian scratched his head awkwardly.

"Principal. Why are you suddenly acting like this? Did the 2nd Princess scold you so badly that you lost your mind?"
"That's not it! I was praised!"

Excitedly chattering about what had happened in the Princess's office earlier, Kirrin moved closer to Dian again.

"So when I told the Princess, 'I'll take responsibility and accomplish all these things!' she basically said, 'Kirrin, you're the best!'"

As she was boasting mindlessly, Kirrin suddenly realized she had unconsciously come right up to Dian and was standing on her tiptoes.

"So you decided to select special talent students? That's great. I was actually going to suggest the same thing to you."

Dian smiled and patted Kirrin's shoulder.

"It seems the Principal and I have something in common."
"S-something in common? We're not that far yet!"

Pushing Dian away, Kirrin leaped up to the second-floor principal's office terrace in one bound and fled inside.

"What's with her today? Why is she acting like that?"

Looking up at the terrace where Kirrin had disappeared, Dian muttered to himself as he walked toward the combat professors who had gone far ahead.

And Priestess Maya watched all of this from the corner of the main building.

# # # # #

A few days later.

Notices for the Special Mission Academy's special talent selection were posted throughout the Empire.

Ch.31 - External Special Student Selection Exam (4)
The academy's faculty became extremely busy when they decided to select external special students for the first time.

While the administrative office handled posting announcements and preparing the selection test venues, the actual testing was the faculty's responsibility.

If they had been doing this annually, they could have simply modified last year's plan, but since this was their first time, they had to start from scratch.

"Don't worry too much, you two. I'll consult with principals from other academies. With luck, I might even get copies of their plans."

Kirrin made this bold promise to Ismera and me before departing in a carriage for her external visit.

"The Principal seems unusually enthusiastic. Hoho."

Ismera covered her mouth and laughed, her expression completely contradicting her words of praise for Kirrin.

"Even a small achievement would be meaningful, given this rare opportunity to interact with principals from other academies."

Ismera's implication was clear: "She'll obviously return empty-handed."

I couldn't really argue with that assessment.

The Empire has numerous academies, most of which, like universities in my previous life, focus primarily on academic instruction.

Among them are institutions established for special purposes, like our academy and the Royal Military Academy.

There's even the Special Warfare Training Center, a quasi-military facility where every department consists solely of combat-related subjects.

Anyway, these academies all compete fiercely for the Empire's top talent, and most already implement systems similar to our proposed "external special student selection."

Given this, why would other academy principals share their know-how or related materials with Kirrin?

While decent people wouldn't outright slam the door in her face, they'd likely give her the runaround, just as Ismera suggested.

"Let's prepare on our own while the Principal is out in the city."

Ismera and I sat at an outdoor table at a dessert café, selecting subjects for the entrance exam.

Every time I took a bite of dessert, Ismera would make an extremely dissatisfied expression, only to quickly replace it with a smile whenever our eyes met.

"Aren't you going to eat, Professor? It's really delicious."

When I pushed the plate with cake slightly forward, Ismera recoiled, pulling her upper body backward in disgust.

"No thank you. As you know, elves are primarily vegetarian." (As if you didn't know that.)
"Is that so? There's no meat in this."
"Not many people realize that cream contains milk."
"Ah, I see. Then you definitely can't eat it."

I pulled the plate back and took another bite of cake, causing Ismera to grimace once more before quickly covering it with a charming smile.

This elf really lives a tiring life.

# # # # #

That evening, as I was leaving work with the combat department professors, Professor Lina pointed ahead.

"Look, the Principal is coming."

Kirrin was just stepping out of a carriage that had stopped in front of the main building. Her ears were drooping, and she wore a dejected expression.

Even without asking, the outcome of her trip was painfully obvious.

"Thank you for your hard work."
"Everyone's heading home... Get some rest..."

When the professors greeted her, Kirrin weakly acknowledged them before shuffling into the main building.

"The Principal seems to be in quite a bad mood today. Do you know why?"
"She probably failed to get information about special student selection after meeting with other academy principals."
"That was certainly a long shot."

Psychology Professor Pelemia adjusted her glasses and spoke up.

"All academies are trying to secure exceptional talent. Why would they willingly help a direct imperial academy?"
"Hmm, that's true..."

After thinking for a moment, Lina quietly whispered to me.

"Head Professor, I just had a good idea. Let the other professors hear it too."

Lina whispered her "good idea" to me and the other professors.

Lina's "good idea" was infiltration and acquisition.

She suggested infiltrating one of the academies that already conducts annual external special student selection, secretly borrowing their plan, copying it, and returning it.

"Now that's a good idea!"

Kazadar laughed loudly.

"No need to take the difficult path when there's an easier way!"
"Are you justifying theft?"

Morton, who had been silently listening, objected, but Professor Waver jumped in with a smile.

"Professor Morton, you did plenty of this during your active duty days."
"Military operations under orders cannot be equated with this situation."
"I wonder if your opponents back then would have seen it the same way?"
"Hmm."

After Waver effectively silenced Morton, Anna chimed in gloomily.

"I agree... I'm already busy with more horses to care for... we can't spend too much time drafting plans..."
"If we leave no traces or evidence, it's as if it never happened."

As Pelemia adjusted her glasses, Lina turned to me and asked.

"What do you think, Head Professor?"

Honestly, it wasn't a bad idea.

If we just borrowed it briefly, copied it, and returned it, wouldn't that work?

It's certainly unethical, but as Pelemia said, if no one knows, it never happened.

Concerns about legality and conscience are things only someone like Linus would worry about, and if either of us had always stuck to such principles, we probably wouldn't have survived this long.

"I think it's a good idea. Can we do it tonight?"
"Of course. But where should we go?"

After pondering briefly, I thought of a good place.

"The Royal Military Academy. They're similar to us, so let's borrow from them."

Among the many academies, few have combat departments.

And among those, academies that balance both combat and theory are even rarer, with the Royal Military Academy being a prime example.

It's where the Empire's elite officers are trained, and from what I know, quite a few members of the imperial family are alumni. Most notably, our superior, the 2nd Princess.

Because of this, it's on a completely different level from our academy, which was established with the short-term goal of recruiting new personnel for the Imperial Security Office.

There's also the Special Warfare Training Center, but that's literally for training "active military personnel" for special operations, so it's different from us in nature.

No matter how similar the missions, the difference between a soldier and an agent is vast.

In that respect, the Royal Military Academy, which trains officers versed in both civil and military affairs, is perfect for us.

And if we happen to get caught, it's better to have a dispute between imperial institutions than with a private one.

That's because most private academies are sponsored by nobles, and getting entangled with them would bring nothing but trouble.

"The Military Academy... isn't that a bit too difficult?"

When Orendi responded with some concern, Lina smiled and gently poked Orendi's forehead.

"How do you see me? I can definitely do it. If no one knows, it never happened."

Scratching her head, Orendi quickly returned to her usual bright expression.

"When you put it that way, it makes sense. Alright! Let's go steal it right now!"
"We're not stealing, we're borrowing, reading, and returning. Let's be clear about that."

Morton, who had seemed somewhat burdened by the prospect of creating a new plan from scratch, was now showing a more compromising attitude than his previous rigid stance.

Waver and Lina, who always enthusiastically supported my ideas, had already begun discussing how to infiltrate. Kazadar and Brogue were also happy about having less paperwork.

The timid Anna muttered that while she was a bit worried, she was glad to save time to care for her horses.

Pelemia just adjusted her glasses, and Geneve, as always, remained completely silent without even a twitch of his lips. I never know what that guy is thinking.

# # # # #

At midnight, Lina changed into the black outfit commonly worn for infiltration and appeared in the department office.

"I'll be going now."
"It's still cold outside... have this before you go..."

When Anna offered her warm tea, Lina shook her head.

"I'll drink it when I get back. It would be awkward if I needed to use the bathroom during the mission."
"But it will be cold and tasteless by then..."
"We can reheat it. I'll be back soon."

After Lina disappeared through Orendi's dimensional door wearing her mask, Anna put down the teacup on the desk and muttered.

"Will she be alright... isn't the Military Academy a bit too much...?"
"You think an infiltration professor would fail at infiltration? Come on, let's have some late-night snacks!"

Waver cheerfully pulled out a cloth-covered basket from under the desk.

It was filled with jerky, fermented milk in bottles similar to yogurt, and smoked meat. He said he made everything himself.

The rations made by Quarana hunters are delicious and of such high quality that they're sold at considerable prices to large merchant companies and noble houses.

With such precious food filling the basket, the professors eagerly grabbed pieces one by one.

"Mmm, this is really delicious. As expected of a Quarana hunter."
"Indeed. How is it that I never get tired of it no matter how much I eat?"
"Waver, isn't it about time for another hunting trip? Take me along next time."
"Of course. The weather's warming up, and I've run out of meat at my quarters."
"Hey, I want to come too."

While we were chatting and enjoying the late-night snack, Lina suddenly emerged from the dimensional door.

I wondered why she returned so quickly—had she been caught?—but the stack of documents in her hand was unmistakable evidence to the contrary.

"Here you go, Head Professor."

Lina handed me the stack of documents.

"Please check if they're what we need, and I'll copy them and return them right away."

Looking through the papers, they were indeed the Military Academy's plans for selecting external special students.

"Well done, Lina. You're the best."
"Ta-da!"

Lina made a V-sign with both hands, her eyes smiling above her mask.

"This hasn't cooled down yet, has it?"

She removed her mask and picked up Anna's teacup, which was still steaming, and gulped it down.

That's truly impressive.

She's not Guan Yu from the legends, but to infiltrate the Royal Military Academy in the dead of night and retrieve exactly the documents we needed before the tea even cooled—that's something else.

I'd heard she was a former special task force member, but I never imagined she was this good.

Anyway, this is great. Now let's modify these plans to fit our academy and complete our own.

Ch.32 - External Special Student Selection Exam (5)
Late at night in the Department of Arcane Theory faculty office.

Professor Ismera at the head seat had just declared a short break.

As the other professors rose from their seats, Ismera, now alone, closed her eyes and massaged her temples.

Currently, Ismera and the entire Arcane Theory department were working overtime to create a selection plan for special talent students.

Since they had decided to recruit special talent students, they needed a plan to implement it, but the academy had no existing framework, forcing them to create one from scratch.

Such a major undertaking should normally be handled by upper management rather than mere professors, and at the academy, there were three people who could be considered "upper management."

Principal Kirrin, Ismera who served as both Head Professor of Arcane Theory and acting Vice Principal, and Dian, the Head Professor of Combat.

Principal Kirrin might have good handwriting, but she was incompetent and would never be able to produce anything worthwhile.

From what she'd heard, Kirrin had returned from her business trip today without accomplishing anything.

And as for Combat Head Dian, he wasn't even worth mentioning.

Just like those ignorant brutes in the Combat Department, he probably got his position by eating "sword rice" and catching some commander's eye through connections.

Although he had miraculously produced a few results so far—like accidentally catching a frog while backing up like a cow—this time would be different.

Creating a special talent selection plan wasn't something that could be done half-heartedly or sloppily.

It wasn't just about administering tests; it needed to incorporate scoring systems and weightings that reflected the academy's ideal candidate profile.

And that wasn't all. They needed to determine the selection venue, plan movement flows, address meal arrangements, and if it lasted more than two days, even accommodation issues. There were countless details requiring attention.

There was no way Kirrin or Dian could handle something like this.

That's why Ismera viewed this project as the perfect opportunity to impress the Imperial Castle.

If she took the lead from planning through execution to final selection, the Imperial Castle would surely consider her favorably for the principal position.

No matter if Kirrin was the daughter of a dark elf who had saved the Emperor's life, let's see how long she could hold out when there was a pure-blooded elf with exceptional abilities right below her.

By tomorrow around noon, the plan would be complete, and Kirrin and Dian would have no choice but to follow her lead.

"This is really delicious."

Just then, several professors who had stepped outside returned with something in their mouths. Upon closer inspection, it was jerky.

"Quarana jerky is truly the best."

Hearing "Quarana," Ismera realized it must be jerky made by that irresponsibly optimistic hunter professor from the Combat Department.

The very same jerky that Professor Dian had forcibly stuffed into her pocket previously. The memory made Ismera shudder.

Elves primarily followed a vegetarian diet and took great pride in it. Dian's action had been extremely primitive and disrespectful to Ismera.

That man was truly...

"I'm sorry..."

As Ismera shuddered again, the professors noticed and hastily hid the jerky they were chewing behind their backs.

"I didn't say anything. But where did you get that from?"
"We met some Combat Department professors heading home outside, and they shared it with us to eat during overtime."
"They've gone home already?"

Ismera glanced at the clock and snorted.

The Combat Department, only good at using brute force, couldn't possibly have completed their plan already.

And Dian had clearly asked Ismera to show him the Arcane Theory section once it was finished so he could reference it.

That meant they must have grown tired of waiting for her department to finish first and given up.

Ismera, who was already making progress on the Combat Department's section as well, had no intention of showing Dian the plan in the first place.

By tomorrow noon at the latest, she would enjoy watching Kirrin and Dian rendered speechless.

Feeling pleased, Ismera clapped her hands to gather the professors.

"Alright! Let's get back to work. We need to complete the plan before lunch tomorrow!"

At Ismera's words, the Arcane Theory professors returned to their seats with dejected expressions.

# # # # #

"Get some rest and I'll see you tomorrow."
"Good night, Head Professor."
"Good night, sir. See you tomorrow."

After parting with the professors in the faculty area, I walked home alone.

It was past midnight, and most of the housing, including the bachelor dormitories, was dark and quiet.

It was so quiet that I almost felt I could hear the waves from the seaside bordering the southeast of the academy.

However, no matter how good my hearing was, I couldn't actually hear waves from that distance.

Instead, I could detect footsteps following me from behind.

When I glanced back, I saw Anna, the Combat Riding professor, quickly hiding behind a wall.

Anna was single and lived in the dormitory on the other side, not here. Did she have something to say to me?

I waited briefly, but when she didn't emerge, I turned away. Acknowledging someone who's hiding would just make things awkward for both of us.

After walking a bit further, I heard the sound of footsteps fleeing in the opposite direction.

When I looked back, Anna had already disappeared into the darkness in the distance.

What's with her?

When I entered my house, the living room lights were on, and Olicia was sitting on the sofa, nodding off.

"Olicia. Why aren't you in bed?"
"Oh, you're back...? I was waiting for you, Dian."

Rubbing her eyes, Olicia got up groggily and shuffled toward the kitchen.

"Have you eaten? I prepared something just in case."

On the kitchen table were bread and chunks of cheese covered with cloth.

"Thanks, but I already ate. Waver brought some late-night snacks. Remember that jerky from before?"
"That was delicious. I'm glad you've eaten."

Olicia covered the food again and let out a long yawn.

"Why did you wait up? You should have gone to bed."
"How could I sleep comfortably when you're working so hard?"

Yawning again, Olicia brought a dry towel.

"Go wash up and get some sleep. Just because you worked overtime today doesn't mean you can go in late tomorrow."
"That's right. Thank you, Olicia."
"This is all so you won't think about other things. You know what I mean, right?"
"Yes, yes. Don't ever quit the academy, right?"
"As expected of you, Dian. Well then, I'll head to my room now."

After Olicia went to her room, I showered and immediately collapsed onto my bed.

I just hope the combat section plan we based on the military academy's plan will satisfy Kirrin and Ismera.

We didn't copy the military academy's plan to outdo the Arcane Theory Department or to impress Kirrin.

When there's a good sample nearby, there's no need to start from scratch. It's better to reduce unnecessary effort.

Besides, the Combat Department professors are better with swords than pens, so no matter how many days they spent struggling at a desk, the quality of their output would be predictable.

In that case, it's better to exercise flexibility in a way that doesn't harm anyone.

The documents we borrowed have been returned, so the military academy won't even notice, and copying their approach doesn't harm them either.

It's convenient for us, Kirrin will be pleased, and Ismera won't have to cover the combat section herself.

Ismera will probably submit a complete plan to showcase her abilities, and we can just add our section to it. Everyone wins.

Good. Everyone benefits, and there's nothing bad about it at all.

# # # # #

Just before lunch the next day.

"Professor Ismera. Are you really alright...?"
"I'm fine..."

When Kirrin asked with a concerned expression, Ismera, with bloodshot eyes, responded in a voice laden with fatigue.

This was the principal's office. Kirrin, Dian, and Ismera had gathered to discuss the final plan for selecting external special talent students.

"Your eyes aren't emerald anymore but ruby-colored like the principal's. Shouldn't you visit the infirmary?"

At Dian's words, Ismera forced a smile and shook her head.

"I can't show laziness as a Head Professor when the academy faces such an important task."
"But you look terribly unwell. Don't tell me you haven't slept at all since yesterday?"

Instead of answering, Ismera only offered a haggard smile.

"I think we should finish today's meeting quickly so Professor Ismera can rest. Let's get started."

With that, Dian first took out two copies of a draft plan and placed them in front of Ismera and Kirrin.

"First, here's the Combat Department's section. It might be lacking, but please be kind in your assessment."

Inwardly, Ismera snorted.

While our entire Arcane Theory Department was pulling an all-nighter, the Combat Department all went home.

The result is predictable without even looking. I'll just give a perfunctory response and push through with our plan.

"Hmm... Professor Ismera..."

Meanwhile, after skimming the plan, Kirrin turned to Ismera with a meaningful expression.

"About this... I think we could use it as is...?"
"What do you mean?"
"Read it once. That's my opinion, but Professor Ismera might see it differently."

Unable to understand what the dark-skinned principal was saying, Ismera picked up the copy of the plan placed in front of her.

The title read: "Special Mission Academy External Special Talent Selection Plan."

The overview was predictable, so she skipped it.

The general plan was... hmm... surprisingly well done. Perhaps the Combat Department wasn't just a collection of fools after all.

But anyone could create a general plan; the key was in the details.

It would inevitably be a mess, of course. It might seem impressive to an unqualified principal, but to someone like her with an advanced master's degree...

What... what is this?!

Ismera's eyes widened as she read the detailed plan section.

Seeing Ismera's rare expression, Kirrin anxiously asked:

"What do you think, Professor Ismera?"
"Uh... well... umm..."

Faced with such a perfect plan, Ismera stammered and rolled her eyes around.

How is this possible...!? Was this really created by those idiots in the Combat Department?!

"Well, it's... truly... I don't think any additional improvements are necessary..."

Although Ismera was seething inside, her racial pride was too strong to allow her to lie to herself.

The Combat Department's plan presented by Dian was perfect, and it could be applied as the overall plan without any issues.

In fact, she felt like dying of shame when she realized that the overall plan she had extracted from her professors through an all-nighter now seemed like garbage in comparison.

"You've done a really good job, Dian. I commend you."
"Haha. Thank you. Then how about you treat us to cake after lunch today?"
"Ah... is that how it works..."

Ismera gritted her teeth as she glared at Dian, who was chatting and laughing with Kirrin.

That man... what is he really?!

Ch.33 - External Special Student Selection Exam (6)
At this point, Ismera began to indulge in a certain fantasy.

Could the Imperial Castle possibly be considering Dian as the next principal?

The more she thought about it, the more suspicious details emerged.

Ismera had heard through various channels that the Imperial Castle was looking for someone to replace Kirrin.

Though they had endured for several years because of the Emperor, with the first graduating class coming next year, the Head of Security could no longer overlook the situation.

Because of this, Ismera had secretly hoped that she, as the Vice Principal, would become the next principal.

But what a surprise. First, the name of Sir Linus, Hero of the Continent, was being mentioned, but instead, a scruffy brown-haired human man she'd never seen before showed up.

As soon as he arrived, he shattered Kirrin's immovable academy management style that had withstood even Imperial pressure, immediately raised the marketplace, and brought in wild horses from somewhere.

And all of this came with active support from the Imperial Castle.

Moreover, he had now presented a perfect plan that couldn't even be compared to the one created by Ismera, a high-level master's graduate, and the brilliant professors of the Department of Arcane Theory.

At first, Ismera thought Dian was someone like Kirrin—appointed as Head Professor through connections with higher-ups.

But now she could see this man had extraordinary abilities.

He's not the kind of person I thought he was. Clearly... clearly there's something more to him.

From any angle, Dian appeared to be the Imperial Castle's prepared candidate for the next principal.

Since Kirrin was under the Emperor's protection, perhaps they were hesitant to replace her immediately, so they assigned him as Head Professor first, intending to let him gradually take control of the academy.

Then what about me...?

Ismera's eyes, as she looked at Dian and Kirrin, seemed ready to shoot dragon's breath at any moment.

Completely contrary to Ismera's burning frustration, Kirrin cheerfully adopted Dian's plan as the basic framework.

Since Dian's plan included detailed content for the Department of Combat and established general guidelines, they only needed to incorporate the Department of Arcane Theory to nearly complete it.

The meeting concluded with calling in the administrative director to discuss the budget needed to implement the plan, with preparations to begin that very afternoon.

"Professor Ismera. You should go to the infirmary. Sacred healing will restore your energy."

As they left the principal's office, Dian spoke, but Ismera shook her head.

"Thank you for your concern, but I'm fine. It's inappropriate for a professor to visit the infirmary during working hours."
"Don't say that. Let's go together. I stayed up late last night too, so I'm tired and need a buff."
"A buff? What's that? Ah! Let go of me!!"

When Dian suddenly grabbed her wrist and pulled, Ismera gasped in shock and tried to shake off his hand.

However, Dian's grip was so strong that Ismera couldn't resist and was helplessly dragged along.

"I'll walk on my own, so please let go! My wrist hurts!"
"Ah, sorry, sorry."

When Dian released her hand, Ismera massaged her wrist, glared at him, and then strode toward the infirmary.

Normally, she would have worn her mask of emotions, but Ismera was extremely tired from staying up all night and mentally cornered by her suspicion that the Imperial Castle was backing Dian as the next principal.

As a result, her true nature emerged without her realizing it.

But Dian, who had already completely figured out Ismera, wasn't surprised and followed her with a smile.

"Hello, Priestess. Could we get some sacred healing?"
"Where are you injured?"

As they entered the infirmary, Priestess Maya stood up to greet them.

"We're not injured. We both stayed up all night, so we were hoping for some fatigue recovery."

At Dian's words, Ismera made an expression of disbelief.

She couldn't help it. Dian had gone home shortly after midnight, while Ismera alone had stayed up all night.

"Please lie down here. I'll infuse you with sacred power."

As Dian and Ismera each took a bed in the treatment room, Priestess Maya activated her sacred power on them in turn.

The golden sacred power enveloped their bodies with its characteristic warmth, and Dian found himself growing drowsy.

While Priestess Maya turned her back to him to use sacred power on Ismera on the opposite side, Dian began to doze off.

And a little while later.

"Dian. Dian!"

When someone shook him awake, he opened his eyes to find something dark looking down at him.

"Principal?"
"I've been looking everywhere for you. What are you doing here?"
"I was receiving sacred healing. Why were you looking for me?"
"Weren't we supposed to have cake?"

Only then did Dian remember that he had jokingly told Kirrin earlier to treat him to cake for creating such a good plan.

"Get up quickly. I'll buy you cake."
"You're the one who wants to eat it, Principal, right?"
"Just get up!"

Kirrin didn't answer that and instead grabbed Dian's arm and pulled. It must be true.

"Ah, what about Professor Ismera... would you like to join us?"
"I don't eat cake containing milk."
"I'm sorry."

Kirrin looked embarrassed at the unusually sharp response and turned to Dian.

"Professor Ismera is vegetarian. Let's go, just the two of us."
"Alright..."

After Kirrin and Dian left the infirmary.

Left alone, Ismera couldn't contain her anger and pounded the bed with her fist.

Damn it, damn it, damn it!!

"Please maintain quiet in the infirmary."
"I'm sorry, Priestess..."

After treating a student who had suffered abrasions during practice, Priestess Maya silently returned to her desk and began writing in the patient log.

[Combat Head Professor Dian visited the infirmary with Arcane Theory Head Professor Ismera, an elf].

[Both came for sacred healing as they were extremely fatigued from staying up all night].

[During treatment, Dark Elf Principal Kirrin arrived and took Professor Dian to a dessert cafe, offering to buy him cake].

[Upon witnessing this, Professor Ismera displayed inexplicable anger, repeatedly striking the bed with intense behavior].

# # # # #

After leaving the infirmary, we went straight to the dessert cafe.

"Principal! Welcome! Will you have your usual full cake today?"
"Yes, that's right."

As soon as we entered the cafe, the owner recognized Kirrin and greeted her warmly.

"Principal, are you expecting anyone else to join?"
"It's just the two of us, why?"
"Then why order a whole cake? Are you planning to take the leftovers home?"

Kirrin flapped her ears with a genuinely confused expression.

"Don't we need a whole cake for the two of us?"
"Is that so...? Well, I guess we could eat a whole cake since neither of us had lunch."

But the cafe owner had implied this was something she "always ordered"...

"Thank you for the food!"

As a whole cake was placed on the table, Kirrin picked up her fork.

"Mmm! This is so delicious!"

Kirrin's two ears stood up like a rabbit's after taking a big bite of cake. Cute.

"Ismera seemed quite angry earlier," Kirrin said, wiping the cream from the corner of her mouth with a napkin.

"I wonder if it's because I thoughtlessly suggested cake? Maybe she wouldn't have reacted that way if I'd suggested going for a salad."

I smiled at Kirrin, who had completely misunderstood the situation.

"It's not because of that. It's because you adopted the plan I created."
"Ah, was that it? I suppose... from Ismera's perspective, it must have hurt her pride."
"She had been looking down on me and the Department of Combat, but when it came down to it, that wasn't the case."
"Right. Ismera is a pure-blooded elf with a high-level master's degree. In her eyes, I'm probably an inadequate principal too."
"That's probably true."

Kirrin nodded and spoke carefully.

"Ismera wants to be the principal."
"I know. But it won't be easy. Politically speaking."
"That's true..."

The reason the 2nd Princess hasn't been able to dismiss Kirrin until now is because of the Emperor.

That's why she played her trump card with Linus, and when that didn't work, she put me forward as the next best option.

When even that didn't go well, she had no choice but to insert me as a professor.

Right now, Kirrin has an iron rice bowl regardless of her own will, and Ismera can't overcome that.

If she could have, the 2nd Princess would have immediately recommended Ismera, who was close at hand, instead of the Hero or me in seclusion.

Ismera's credentials are too modest to break the Emperor's stubbornness.

"I always feel sorry and grateful to Ismera... If it weren't for her, I wouldn't have been able to hold on."
"I acknowledge that. Whatever her true feelings might be, Professor Ismera is truly working hard."

Kirrin let out a deep sigh.

"Haah... how did I end up in such an awkward position..."
"In situations like this, we say you're 'between a rock and a hard place.'"
"I've never heard that expression before..."

Dejected, Kirrin drooped her ears and munched on the cake.

# # # # #

With the academy's final plan established, preparations for the special talent student selection accelerated.

One dormitory building was set aside as accommodation for applicants during the selection period, with facilities from dining halls to bathrooms prepared.

The faculty made final checks on the examination venue and scoring system, while Kirrin wrote letters to be sent to various territories and cities.

The content was: "The academy is selecting talented individuals, so lords and mayors, please actively recommend such people from your regions and cities if they exist."

Letters with the selection plan enclosed were distributed everywhere through Orendi's magic.

During this time, Knightley visited once, but I apologized that I was too busy and asked to meet again after the selection was complete.

Though she looked quite dissatisfied, Knightley understood the situation and withdrew.

And a letter arrived from Linus.

It said the baby had been born, and he would invite me to his home about a month later.

Even in my previous life, newborns have weak immune systems, so visitors are restricted for a while.

Opening the box that came with the letter, I found a bottle of luminous liquor nestled in straw.

"Haha, this guy."

Armand Brignac. An incredibly expensive liquor he had brought as a gift when he visited Brunswell before.

To casually gift two bottles of something so expensive—just how much is the Empire paying this guy?

I'll save this and share it with the professors later.

After a hectic week, the day of the special talent student selection finally arrived.

Ch.34 - Suspicious Pink Hair (1)
On selection day, the front gate of the Academy was bustling with people arriving from all over the Empire by horse, on foot, or by carriage.

At the reception area, where tents had been set up with desks, teaching assistants were busy verifying applicants against their submitted documents.

Applicants who passed this initial screening proceeded through the main gate to the auditorium, where they set down their belongings and waited. After confirming attendance, reviewing the overall plan, and announcing precautions, the evaluation would begin immediately.

Those who failed the first day's assessment would pack up and leave immediately, while those who passed would move to the dormitories for tomorrow's final day-two evaluation.

"There are so many applicants," Kirrin remarked, looking at the crowded entrance.

"I never expected this many people to show up."
"Well, it's an incredible opportunity to directly enter the graduating class of the Imperial Academy, not just some private institution."
"Even considering that, it's still overwhelming."

Kirrin was right—all sorts of people had come.

Men and women alike, with diverse skin colors, hair, and eyes, speaking dialects so varied they made my head spin.

Their attire was equally diverse.

"Personal weapons are not permitted. Please surrender them here and receive a claim ticket."

Teaching assistants blocked people who had arrived armed with swords, spears, and shields.

Those guys over there are from the famous Reblanc Mercenary Corps. They make good money—why would they apply here?

"Hey! No smoking allowed!"

A teaching assistant shouted at a group of fur-cloaked men who had gathered to smoke, exhaling harsh fumes.

Those are northerners. Too uncivilized to understand basic social norms. Not suited for Academy life.

"Please dress appropriately! This is the Imperial Special Mission Academy!"

The administrative office manager stood on a platform, shouting through a megaphone.

His eyes were fixed on a muscular, shirtless man whose body was covered in indecipherable tattoos.

Judging by his tattoos and ornaments, he's clearly from the distant Pretonos Archipelago Alliance.

They really have all sorts of people applying.

And that's not all. Dwarves, orcs, lizardmen, gnomes, beastkin—the diversity of races suggests that anyone with the intelligence to read the recruitment notice and the Empire citizenship had gathered here.

But looking around, everyone seems quite formidable.

Due to the nature of the Academy, there's an age restriction, but there are more than a few suspicious-looking individuals.

I should tell the reception desk to carefully check the application forms against actual identification documents.

As I headed toward the reception tent, sure enough:

"What do you mean, meow! Age limit exceeded?!"

A cat beastkin was bristling with fur standing on end, hissing angrily.

"According to the cat beastkin age calculation method, you're over forty in Imperial standard years," the teaching assistant explained, showing a standard age calculation chart for different races.

The cat beastkin bared its fangs.

"There was nothing about that in the announcement, meow!"
"It clearly states here: 'Those not exceeding twenty years of age by Imperial standard.'"
"Hisss! Who reads announcements that carefully, meow!"
"Either way, you're not eligible. Please leave."
"Then why are you letting that bearded old man in?!"

The cat beastkin pointed furiously at a bearded dwarf who was just passing through reception into the Academy.

"He's eighteen years old. He's a dwarf."
"This is racial discrimination, meow!!"

The cat beastkin wailed loudly, then suddenly gagged and coughed up a hairball.

The sticky hairball landed on the floor with a splat, causing everyone nearby to recoil in disgust.

What an absolute nuisance.

"Hey, just give him one of those and send him away."

At my command, the assistant sighed and pulled something out from under the desk. The cat beastkin's eyes lit up with greed.

In the assistant's hand was a small bag containing a few catnip leaves. I had instructed them to prepare this, having noticed several cat beastkin in the application documents.

Cat beastkin are mostly self-centered and arrogant, often making unreasonable demands like this one, and getting rid of them can be quite troublesome.

If they're displeased, they scratch and cause a scene, so countermeasures are necessary.

"Here you go. Take this and leave. Rules are rules."
"Hurry... give it to me, meow!!!"

Drooling, the cat beastkin snatched the catnip bag and urgently opened it, burying his nose in it and taking a deep breath.

"Nyaaah..."

With eyes rolled back in ecstasy, the cat beastkin staggered away like someone heavily intoxicated.

"Head Professor!"

As I was laughing at the departing cat beastkin, an administrative staff member urgently called for me.

"Please come quickly! A fight has broken out!"
"Where are the teaching assistants?"
"Even they can't handle this situation. We need you to intervene, Professor!"

When I arrived to see what was happening, I couldn't believe my eyes.

Two young orcs were glaring at each other, each holding weapons—one with a sharp double-bladed axe and the other with a vicious iron club.

The Academy security guards who had been dispatched for support hesitated to intervene in a fight between orcs.

Looking at the tattoos on their forearms, it seems these two are from hostile tribes.

"I'll chop you into pieces!"
"I'll strip your bones and make broth to feed to the wyverns!"

One orc bared his tusks and raised his axe, while the other slammed his iron club on the ground in response.

"Excuse me, this isn't a fighting arena. Either ignore each other and surrender your weapons, or give up on the selection and fight elsewhere."
"Don't interfere!"
"This is an orc matter!"

The orcs let out blood-curdling war cries at each other.

"Eek!"

Kirrin, who had followed me, pulled her ears down and trembled, while everyone else flinched and backed away.

This is complete chaos. Clearly, words won't work with these two.

"AAAAHHHH! My bracelet!!"

Just as I was about to step between the orcs, a woman's piercing scream came from another direction.

A slender woman dressed entirely in gray was hugging herself in terror while screaming.

"Someone pickpocketed my bracelet! Everyone run! Run if you don't want to die!!"

What now?

"I'm a werewolf! Without my bracelet, I'll transform! Run as far as you can!!"

Werewolf?

I immediately looked at her wrist, but the silver bracelet that werewolves typically wear to suppress transformation was nowhere to be seen.

"Don't just stand there stupidly, ru—GRRRRRRRR!"

Suddenly, the woman's body began to bulge and swell, her mouth elongating. She was transforming!

Tearing through her clothes, the woman instantly transformed into a bipedal wolf over 3 meters tall.

A werewolf transformation in the middle of this crowd—this was far more dangerous than two orcs with weapons shouting war cries.

This is why werewolves were listed as disqualified... but if they claim their silver bracelet is just ordinary jewelry, there's no way to identify them in human form.

This is getting really troublesome.

"May I borrow that?"
"GRRRRRRRR!!"

As soon as I snatched the iron club from the orc's hand, the werewolf charged toward me.

I removed my cloak and wrapped it around my left arm while Kirrin shouted from behind.

"Dian, it's dangerous!! Dodge to the side!"

Kirrin's thrown dagger grazed my shoulder as it flew forward. However, the werewolf deflected it with a single swipe of its arm.

Then someone threw a lasso around the werewolf's neck. Impressive skill.

But that won't be enough to stop a transformed werewolf.

The werewolf grabbed the lasso around its neck and whipped it, sending Kirrin flying through the air.

"Whoa! Ahhh!"

Teaching assistants rushed forward to catch the falling Kirrin.

"Everyone stay back! I'll handle this!"

I waited until the werewolf was close enough, then extended my cloak-wrapped arm forward. The creature bit down hard on it.

I slipped my fingers through the wrapped cloak to grab its tongue firmly, then brought the iron club down on its head.

"Kyaing!"

The werewolf yelped as it took a direct hit to the head and collapsed to the ground.

As it struggled to get up, I held onto its tongue and mercilessly struck it with the club while giving instructions.

"Someone bring a spare silver bracelet."
"Kyaing! Kyaing!"
"Here it is, Head Professor!"

I caught the silver bracelet thrown by a teaching assistant, struck the werewolf a few more times to prevent resistance, then fastened the bracelet around its wrist.

Just as with the transformation, the werewolf instantly reverted to a naked human woman.

I had instructed them to prepare silver bracelets just like the catnip, but I never actually expected a werewolf to conceal their identity and apply.

"Thank you..."

The woman thanked me with dim eyes before losing consciousness, and teaching assistants rushed forward to take care of her.

"Take her to the infirmary. Make sure to tell Sister Maya that she's a werewolf."

After the assistants took the woman to the infirmary, I turned to face the orcs.

"If you want to continue fighting, go outside. Otherwise..."
"We are friends!"

The dumbfounded orcs suddenly put their arms around each other's shoulders, pretending to be close.

Sigh, those idiots.

"He knocked out a werewolf without proper weapons..."
"Is he some kind of polymorphed dragon...?"

Kirrin pushed through the whispering crowd and ran up to me.

"Are you okay?!"
"I'm fine. But this is complete chaos."

Since this is our first time doing this, there are many mistakes. Next year, we'll need to strengthen the application requirements based on what we learn this time.

Kirrin, her already dark face shadowed with worry, grabbed my arm.

"If it's like this already... can we properly evaluate all these people?"
"Don't worry. About half of them will probably be eliminated before lunch today."

The first evaluation for applicants is a physical fitness test.

Regardless of whether they end up in fieldwork or office work after graduation, as a "Special Mission" Academy, basic physical fitness is essential.

No matter how intelligent someone is, if they lack physical strength, they're not suitable for our Academy. So we'll check physical fitness first to quickly filter out unsuitable candidates.

Those who are physically weak but intellectually gifted would be better off at other traditional academies.

"Principal, things seem to be under control here, so let's head to the auditorium... um..."

As I turned to look at Kirrin, my voice trailed off as something caught my attention beyond her shoulder.

It was a vivid pink head of hair in the midst of the bustling crowd.

A girl with rare pink hair in twin tails reaching down to her waist was staring directly at me.

Judging by her equipment, she seems to be with the Reblanc Mercenary Corps standing in front of the reception desk, but was there such a girl among them?

I worked with the Reblanc Mercenary Corps during the war, and I heard they don't recruit female mercenaries.

But that girl looks too young and delicate to be a mercenary... Perhaps she's a mage or some other class?

Well, if she makes it through the final selection, I'll find out more then.

"Let's go, Principal."

When there was no response, I turned to see Kirrin being swept away by the crowd.

I quickly ran to grab her hand and brought her behind the reception tent.

"Whew, that was close. Thanks, Dian."
"You're a dark elf—couldn't you have just jumped away instead of getting pushed around?"
"Even that's not easy when space is this cramped."

Kirrin gave an embarrassed smile.

This person really requires a lot of looking after.
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After some commotion, the reception at the main gate was finally completed.

They had weeded out those who submitted fraudulent applications and those who were visibly unqualified—for example, people with physical disabilities or those who couldn't read.

Looking around the auditorium, I estimated that about one-third of the initial applicants had been eliminated, leaving roughly two hundred people.

If the physical assessment eliminates about half of them, another hundred or so will disappear by the end of the morning.

The remaining candidates will be evaluated this afternoon and tomorrow, and anyone who fails even a single subject will be immediately dismissed.

By my estimation, only about three people will survive until the end. We've made the Combat Department standards extremely rigorous.

Kirrin complained it was too harsh, but Ismera got competitive and made the theoretical evaluation incredibly difficult as well.

This is an extraordinary opportunity—direct admission to the graduating class with the chance to earn an Academy diploma next year and enter relevant institutions.

Moreover, since this is the first year we're implementing this, the Imperial Castle will be watching closely.

So we need to ruthlessly weed out unqualified candidates, and if no one meets our standards, we shouldn't select anyone at all.

Choosing mediocre candidates would give the Imperial Castle something to criticize and tarnish Kirrin's reputation, which could have a butterfly effect that might even lead to me becoming the principal.

"Principal, shall we begin now?"
"Yes, let's do that."

Kirrin stepped onto the platform and greeted the two hundred applicants.

"Hello everyone, I am Kirrin Nemara, Principal of the Academy."
"Nemara...? That Dark Elf clan Nemara?"

The applicants began murmuring as soon as Kirrin introduced herself.

"Thank you for applying to our Special Mission Academy. I wish you all success as we proceed with the selection process."

Following Kirrin, Ismera explained the overall selection procedure and important guidelines.

To be honest, Ismera looked much more like a principal than Kirrin did on that platform.

She had the elegant and dignified appearance and aura unique to pure-blooded elves. Her gentle yet clear voice and articulate speech.

Plus, she held a High Master's degree, equivalent to a doctorate in my previous life. She was flawless in every way.

It's not hard to understand why she intensely dislikes Kirrin. Honestly, if I were Ismera, I'd probably feel the same.

If Ismera became principal, our Academy would develop much further.

But what can we do? Once the Emperor got involved, competing on pure ability became impossible.

Even the Second Princess, a war hero and the head of the Imperial Security Office—one of the highest positions in the Empire—couldn't overturn this decision. A mere High Master like Ismera stands no chance alone.

As I carefully observed the applicants, I spotted that pink-haired woman again.

Her hair color was so striking that she immediately caught my eye, and this time I could observe her face more closely than before.

Currently, she was sitting with her arms crossed and legs folded, smiling.

Her downturned eyes were a similar pink to her hair. The smile on her lips was so relaxed that anyone would think she was already a student here rather than an applicant.

Judging by her fair skin and slender neck, she didn't seem to have the physique of someone who had worked as a mercenary.

But the equipment she had earlier was definitely from the Reblanc Mercenary Corps. Perhaps she's in an indirect combat role, like a mage?

That would be strange in its own way... Why would a mage apply to a place like this?

If she wanted to learn more magic, she would go to a Magic Tower, and if she wanted to make money with magic, there are countless other opportunities.

Maybe she's a spirit summoner or a healer? That doesn't seem right either.

Each profession has its own unique aura, similar to manga or game clichés, but I don't sense anything like that from her.

The more I look, the more puzzling she becomes...

Suddenly, as if sensing my gaze, the woman looked in my direction.

When our eyes met, she stared at me for a moment before turning her attention back to Ismera.

# # # # #

The physical assessment began at the main drill field.

It's an enormous flat area in the center of our Academy, so spacious that cavalry charge exercises could be conducted without issue.

Here, applicants must pass various physical tests.

What I value most is the long-distance running test around the perimeter of the drill field.

Field agents need exceptional endurance. With good endurance, they don't tire easily, and when they don't tire easily, they don't easily despair.

Given the nature of an agent's mission, they frequently have to enter dangerous areas alone and escape to safety zones without any support.

In such situations, the ability to walk and run without rest is absolutely essential.

The physical assessment began under the supervision of Combat Department professors and teaching assistants.

Each category had minimum requirements, and failing even one item meant immediate disqualification.

As a result, by the time we reached the final test—the endurance run—the initial two hundred applicants had already been reduced to one hundred and twenty, a 40 percent decrease.

"We will now conduct the endurance run, but first, let me explain some important safety guidelines."

While Waver briefed the applicants on safety procedures, I observed the candidates.

And there again, I spotted the pink-haired woman. She was with a few other Reblanc mercenary survivors.

The fact that she made it this far means she has above-average strength and muscular endurance...

So she's definitely not a mage. Mages spend their entire lives studying and, like Orendi, typically have inferior physical abilities.

Is she really a mercenary?

Well... I've seen many women perform as well as men on the battlefield, so it's not completely strange.

Actually, there are many other female applicants too, but my attention keeps getting drawn to her, perhaps because of that impossibly colored hair.

As I was watching, she suddenly raised her head and looked at me standing behind Waver.

This is happening too often to be coincidence.

"Everyone, please line up at the starting line!"

As the tense applicants lined up, Waver blew his whistle sharply.

"What the—?"

The pink-haired woman burst through the crowd of starting applicants and took the lead at an incredible speed.

If she runs like that from the beginning, she'll tire out midway.

"She's overdoing it."

Waver seemed to share my thoughts as he commented with a smile.

"Pacing is crucial for endurance running."
"That girl seems to be from Reblanc. Do you know anything about her?"
"Reblanc? That famous large mercenary corps? That girl is from there? No way."
"No, her equipment and the fact that she's been hanging around with other Reblanc mercenaries suggests it. Could she be the daughter of the Reblanc mercenary captain?"
"I don't know. I've never heard that he has a daughter."

Waver, watching the pink-haired woman who was already half a lap ahead, snapped his fingers.

"Perhaps she's not from Reblanc but has hired Reblanc friends?"
"As bodyguards, you mean?"

Some wealthy commoners who can't maintain private armies due to lack of titles sometimes hire mercenaries long-term as substitutes.

Or as Waver suggested, they might hire them for short-term protection.

"I'm not sure, but that would make sense. They might have entered as applicants to prevent any unfortunate incidents during the selection process."
"You're right. That's plausible."

During our brief conversation, the woman had already caught up to the last-place applicant. She was incredibly fast.

I wonder if she can maintain this pace for twenty laps around this huge drill field.

About an hour later...

Surprisingly, the woman who had lapped the other applicants several times was the first to cross the finish line.

She was sweating a little but barely seemed out of breath, indicating excellent physical condition.

"Well done. You're quite the runner, aren't you?"

When I approached with a smile, she looked up at me with somewhat mischievous eyes.

"I manage."
"I like that confidence. But remember, the physical assessment is just the first hurdle, and there are several more evaluations ahead, so stay focused until the very end."
"I'll keep that in mind."

Nothing particularly special about her. As Waver said, she's probably just the daughter of a wealthy family who wants to become a civil servant.

Thirty minutes after she crossed the finish line, the trailing applicants began to arrive one after another.

Without exception, they collapsed and vomited as soon as they crossed the line.

Maya, the priest who came for medical support, moved around busily performing divine healing.

The number of people who passed the physical assessment was sixty in total.

From the initial two hundred applicants, one hundred and twenty remained after the reception, and now only sixty after the physical assessment.

We've only completed the first evaluation, yet 70 percent of the original applicants have been eliminated.

Most applicants fell short of our standards, and now the real evaluation begins.

I'm curious to see how many will remain by tomorrow afternoon.

While lost in these thoughts, I felt someone watching me and looked around.

There, beyond the collapsed and retching applicants, stood the pink-haired woman with her hands on her hips, looking at me with a slanted posture.

I met her gaze, but she showed no intention of looking away, staring as if challenging me to a staring contest.

Not only have we made eye contact several times, but now she's openly staring at me.

"Head Professor, there's a brief meeting regarding this afternoon's evaluation."

A teaching assistant approached me, so I turned away from the woman and headed toward the main building.

As I left, I glanced back and saw she was still watching me.
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After lunch, the afternoon evaluations began.

For our Combat Department, the afternoon assessment was Geneve's basic armed combat.

Armed with just a wooden sword, we had to spar with our combat instructor for a qualitative evaluation.

I didn't care about the other theoretical assessments, so I strolled leisurely to the outdoor training field with my hands behind my back.

Through a group of theory instructors carrying exam papers on the other side, I spotted Ismera.

Being a pure-blooded elf, she was so tall and striking that she looked like a peacock among chickens.

Ismera, who was leading the instructors, noticed me and gave me a beautiful, elegant eye-smile that could melt anyone's heart.

"Thank you for your hard work, Professor Ismera."

Ismera slightly bowed her head to me, but her expression instantly turned ice-cold.

However, that was a fleeting moment that only I could have caught, and we passed each other as if nothing had happened.

That elf really lives such an exhausting life.

Just as I arrived at the outdoor training field, that pink-haired girl named Sophie was facing a combat instructor with a wooden sword resting on her shoulder.

"You've arrived."

Geneve, who was watching with his arms crossed, greeted me.

"I came to watch. That girl."
"We'll begin."

With the sound of a whistle, the match started.

The combat instructor moved first, approaching the girl with narrow, quick steps and launching an attack in an instant.

As our combat instructors were all experienced fighters, their attacks were something ordinary people could never block.

However, the girl deflected all attacks effortlessly, twisting her body slightly as if dancing.

Since the instructor had been instructed to go all out, he pressed the girl more fiercely, forcing her to retreat to the edge of the arena.

This looks like she's just going through the motions.

"She's definitely not a genuine applicant."

Noticing the same thing, Geneve made a similar assessment.

The girl, who had been continuously pushed back, suddenly leaned her upper body threateningly to the left, causing the instructor to flinch and shift his foot in that direction.

"Oh my."

He fell for the feint.

The wooden sword that had been resting on the girl's shoulder dropped at an impossible angle and struck the instructor.

"Urgh!"

Before he could defend himself, the wooden sword landed on the instructor's shoulder, causing him to fall to his knees.

The instructor was helped away by other instructors, and Geneve silently scribbled on the evaluation form.

Meanwhile, the girl, left alone, stared at me intently with her characteristic smile.

After looking at me for a moment, she threw the wooden sword on the ground, turned around, and left the arena.

I can't tell if she knows me or if she's just looking because I'm handsome.

# # # # #

Evening after the afternoon evaluations.

In the main conference room, the entire faculty gathered under Kirrin's direction to discuss the progress of the selection process.

Thirty applicants survived today.

Kirrin checked one by one as they created a list ranked by detailed scores, confirming what evaluations would be conducted tomorrow and whether preparations were complete.

At the top of the list was the name "Sophie." Could this be that pink-haired girl?

"It probably is."

Felimina, the psychology warfare professor sitting next to me, answered my question.

"She stood out so much that I looked at her application."
"Anything unusual?"
"She's a member of the Reblanc Mercenary Corps."

The Reblanc Mercenary Corps was a notorious large mercenary group in the Empire.

But it wasn't always like that. Originally, they started as a kind of gang with about ten thugs operating in the Reblanc region.

Being brutal and cruel, they would do anything for money, mainly handling the dirty work of nobles, gradually expanding their scale.

As rumors spread, various scum and lowlifes began to gather one by one, and as they grew, they eventually changed their name to a mercenary corps.

After that, they rapidly grew into today's large mercenary corps by accepting all the missions that the legions were reluctant to take during the Four-Year War, earning military achievements.

A twenty-year-old girl from such a mercenary corps... That's definitely unusual.

"Does Reblanc even accept female mercenaries? I don't recall that being the case."
"They didn't until now. This girl must have joined the mercenary corps recently."
"Do you know anything else?"
"I do have one piece of intelligence from various channels."

Felimina adjusted her glasses and shared what she knew.

The girl joined the mercenary corps a few years after the war ended.

She suddenly barged into the mercenary headquarters and demanded they hire her.

At first, the mercenaries thought she was crazy and told her to get lost, but far from backing down, the girl made the outrageous threat that she would "cut off the mercenary captain's head" if they didn't accept her.

When an enraged mercenary tried to slap her face, his neck was broken, and he became a vegetative state... What kind of development is this?

Anyway, having proven her skills that way, the girl immediately joined the mercenary corps and achieved considerable results in various missions.

Even a woman can wield a sword and kill people. But even so, the process of her joining the mercenary corps is too absurd.

If she's twenty this year, she would have been even younger a few years ago. She broke the neck of a battle-hardened Reblanc mercenary?

"Is that information reliable?"
"If the Head Professor doubts it, it becomes a lie; if you trust it, it becomes the truth."

Felimina gave an ambiguous smile to my question. She can't give a definitive answer either.

"Still, a girl this age in Reblanc—that's quite an unusual background."
"Indeed."
"Then why did she apply here?"
"She applied together with three other Reblanc mercenaries. They're all twenty years old too."
"Hmm, I see... Four people leaving the mercenary corps simultaneously seems unlikely. Perhaps Waver's guess was right—they came to guard someone."
"Here, look at this."

Felimina pulled out one of the applications.

"What's this? Genova Trading Company? Ah."

So the daughter of a wealthy continental trading company has applied as a special student at our academy.

Then the Reblanc mercenaries must have applied to follow this precious person into the academy for protection. Regular bodyguards would be stopped at the front gate.

Now everything makes sense.

Let's see. The daughter of the Genova Trading Company is... not on today's list of successful applicants.

Then the Reblanc mercenaries who came to protect her will probably give up and leave too. That's a bit of a shame.

After checking the preparations for tomorrow's evaluation, Kirrin brought up the issue of sending today's failed applicants home.

Normally they should be sent home, but it was getting too late, and most would likely need to stay overnight nearby.

Kirrin's position was that the academy should take responsibility for this, given that they had traveled far to take the test.

It was a valid point, and since it would also help improve the academy's image, I agreed, and all the combat department professors followed my lead.

Across from us, Professor Ismera twitched her eyes and just laughed softly.

She probably wanted to oppose Kirrin and me unconditionally, but it was objectively a good plan, so she couldn't openly criticize it.

"What do you think, Professor Ismera? We need your opinion."
"Hoho... The Principal is so attentive, considering even the small details that we were too busy to think about."

Whatever her true feelings, Ismera reluctantly agreed, and thus it was decided that today's failed applicants would all be accommodated at the academy and depart tomorrow morning.

"Thank you all for your hard work today, and let's do our best tomorrow as well. That's all."

The meeting ended with Kirrin's departure.

Looking out the window, I saw it was completely dark. I'm starting to get hungry.

I wonder what Olicia has prepared today?

The academy, being a school, naturally has a cafeteria.

It's large enough for both faculty and students, and the taste is decent enough.

It's not bad, but not good enough to choose over home cooking, so I always go home to have dinner with Olicia.

There are branch locations of famous restaurants in the shopping district, but they're always packed and difficult to get into.

I should probably clear another building to expand the shopping district later.

"See you all tomorrow."
"Have a good evening."
"Rest well, Head Professor."

After parting with the professors at the faculty district intersection, I headed home alone.

Feeling the warm night breeze, I thought about the girl named Sophie.

I'd like to accept her as a student at our academy.

From the physical assessment and the basic armed combat, she's really a talent I'd hate to lose.

If such a talented student were to enter our academy, it would serve as external promotion, attracting more applicants next year and allowing us to select higher quality resources.

Also, with the improved quality of graduates, the 2nd Princess would think, "It was indeed a good decision to keep Dian as a professor and not interfere with Kirrin."

But this isn't ten years ago, and I'm now a professor at the academy. It would be difficult to force my will.

Still, I can't help feeling regretful.

Wait a minute.

Since she's not leaving today and staying at the academy, should I visit her quarters and try to persuade her?

If she's putting her life on the line anyway, I could convince her that being a special agent offers more merit...

But who is she really?

My knowledge of the original story is void from the point when the Demon King died ten years ago. I don't know what happened after that.

At that time, Sophie would have been a ten-year-old kid, and if she had shown any prominence, I would have known right away.

Entering a brutal mercenary corps before turning twenty—she's intriguing in many ways.

Lost in these thoughts as I walked, I suddenly stopped.

Looking across the darkened street, I quietly spoke.

"Come out."

Someone slowly emerged from behind the wall on the other side.

Even in the evening twilight, the pink hair was clearly visible.

It was Sophie, the Reblanc mercenary who had entered the academy to protect the daughter of the Genova Trading Company.

"It's been a while, Dian."

With her hand on her hip and standing with one leg forward, Sophie blocked the way and grinned.

Just twenty years old.

A girl who would have been barely ten when I was active knows my name.

And she speaks as if we've known each other for a long time.

What is this situation?

After weighing various possibilities, I could make a plausible guess.

So that's what it was...

"Hello, Hindrasta."

Nothing else could explain the current situation.

Unless she was a dragon polymorphed into a human woman.

As I recognized her existence, Hindrasta's smile grew even wider.
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"Humans are supposed to age quickly..."

Hindrasta looked me up and down as she spoke.

"How come you haven't changed at all?"
"Because I've been living it up for the past 10 years."
"Lucky you. While some of us have been living days of humiliation marked by shame and anger."

I laughed out loud at her words.

"Isn't ten years just the blink of an eye for a dragon? You're still as dramatic as ever. Just like back then."

Hindrasta's eyes twitched.

"But..."

Instead of responding, Hindrasta exaggeratedly looked around and over my shoulder before asking:

"Is that blond-headed fellow dead?"
"Oh, you mean Linus, the hero who drove away the troublemaking lizard Hindrasta?"

Hindrasta's eyes twitched again.

"Far from dead, he's doing very well. We met recently and had drinks together."
"Then why are you alone?"
"He doesn't work here."
"He's not here?"
"That's right."
"Then where is he?"

Hindrasta kept probing about Linus's whereabouts.

"Honestly, I don't really know where he is. Anyway, he's not here."
"I see... So that blond-head isn't here..."

Hindrasta closed her mouth and fell into deep thought.

"If you're thinking about getting revenge on Linus, forget it. Don't stir up trouble again and get yourself completely vanquished this time."

But Hindrasta didn't answer, as if she couldn't hear me.

Meanwhile, I carefully examined Hindrasta.

A youthful, cute face with a petite figure. And that eye-catching pink twin-tailed hair.

Even when using polymorphing, why choose such an appearance? What peculiar taste.

White Dragon Hindrasta. Also known as the Troublemaking Lizard.

Relatively young by dragon lifespan standards, she was an absolute nuisance who interfered with the Human Alliance throughout the Four-Year War.

She would appear and disappear across the wide battlefronts spanning the entire continent, turning the tide of nearly-won battles, cutting supply lines and starving entire legions—just an utterly annoying creature.

More than a few commanders suffered nervous breakdowns and hair loss because of her.

Surprisingly though, she never directly engaged in combat.

She would suddenly appear, breathe into the air, activate the dragon-specific "Dragon Roar" to throw the battlefield into chaos, then gracefully disappear.

The first time I witnessed her after receiving the mission to eliminate Hindrasta was truly a spectacle.

As soon as Hindrasta appeared, animals and people alike scrambled to escape, tents were destroyed, food scattered, and weapons abandoned...

People would flip over in terror just seeing a dragon's shadow, and when you add the thunderous breath and the unique dragon roar that subjugates the weak-minded with fear, it's no wonder everyone panicked.

Even in this fantasy world, dragons are treated as semi-legendary and extremely rare magical beasts.

The funny thing was that even the demons on the battlefield would scatter in panic, so when Hindrasta appeared, it was fair to say both sides completely lost the battle.

The Imperial Intelligence Department concluded that Hindrasta seemed to participate in the war simply to cause "trouble."

While she moved on the Demon King's side, she wasn't overtly cooperative with the Demon King's army, raising questions about whether they had some kind of contract, or if such a contract even existed.

Moreover, the evidence was that despite repeatedly appearing suddenly to throw battlefields into chaos and then disappearing, she had no history of mass slaughter, which would have been entirely possible for a dragon.

That's why Hindrasta earned the nickname "Troublemaking Lizard," and Linus and I, who had been promoted to officers and joined the special task force, were assigned the mission to eliminate her.

After months of traveling across the continent to the point of dimensional gate sickness, we received intelligence that Hindrasta was targeting the rear of a retreating noble army.

We almost caught her there but narrowly missed her. During that time, I became acquainted with Duke Toulouse, who was one of the noble army's commanders.

Perhaps even then, Hindrasta wasn't trying to annihilate the noble army but just wanted to see humans panicking in fear.

Anyway, fortunately, Hindrasta completely disappeared afterward and didn't show herself even after the war ended, so we thought she had either died or retreated to her nest for hibernation.

But who would have thought I'd meet her at the academy with pink twin-tails of all appearances?

Why on earth would she choose such a look...?

While I was lost in these thoughts, Hindrasta remained standing there without moving an inch.

I was getting hungry, so I spoke first.

"Hey, are you listening? Just stay quiet. Don't make unnecessary trouble."

Since Hindrasta never directly caused harm, it's extremely difficult to charge her with any crime.

If she says, "I was just taking a stroll outside my nest, and you misunderstood my intentions," there's nothing we can say.

In fact, she could turn it around and say, "You should be grateful I only went that far after you caused a commotion near my nest," which would be troublesome.

That's why, unlike demons and other sentient races who betrayed us and faced war crime trials, Hindrasta was never put on a wanted list or tracked by pursuit teams, and gradually faded from public memory.

So if she keeps hiding her identity and lives quietly from now on, she could live a long, healthy life without any problems.

"Do you understand? You're smart, so you know what I mean, right? Although Linus and I did beat you up, you're a dragon, so you would have recovered quickly..."
"Thank you."

Hindrasta interrupted me.

"Yeah, you should be thankful. What human would give life advice to a dragon? Now that you understand, go back and..."
"I was worried you might have died in the meantime."

Hindrasta interrupted me again.

"I was concerned I wouldn't be able to get my revenge, so I'm really grateful you're still alive and well."
"What?"

I felt a subtle current flowing through Hindrasta's body. She was activating her aura, something only extremely powerful beings like dragons could use.

Oh, this is really...

"You fool. You shouldn't have told me that the blond-headed guy isn't here."

Raising her aura, Hindrasta slowly approached me.

"Telling your enemy that you're defenseless—you must be quite stupid?"
"What are you talking about, seriously? It's not that I'm stupid, it's just that it doesn't matter whether Linus is here or not. And you!"

I pointed at Hindrasta's feet.

"Stop coming closer!"

Hindrasta grinned.

"Are you afraid?"
"That's not it—you're destroying the ground!"

The pavement beneath Hindrasta's aura-activated shoes was cracking. Already more than a dozen cracks. Repairing that will cost money.

Unless it's maintenance for something already worn out, this is an unnecessary expense from the school budget.

We already have too many places to spend the budget as it is. Tsk.

"I'll kill you here and clear away the humiliation from ten years ago!"

The aura danced fiercely around Hindrasta's shoulders.

Seeing that, I sensed that reasoning wouldn't work.

Dragons are arrogant and stubborn—once they decide to do something, they see it through to the end.

Moreover, Hindrasta is a dragon with the humiliating history of being beaten and forced to flee from humans she considers insects.

Having decided to get revenge, and seeing that Linus isn't here, she's concluded she can easily handle me alone, and nothing in this world can stop her.

I don't particularly want to fight a dragon with whom I have no personal grudge, but I have no choice.

If she happens to revert to her true form, this residential area will certainly be destroyed.

Considering the cost of repairing that damage, it's much cheaper to take her down here.

And I had another thought as well.

It was something I realized right after discovering that this "Sophie" was actually Hindrasta in polymorphed form, and that thought was...

"Die!"

Shattering the pavement, Hindrasta charged at me.

True to her dragon nature, her aura was so dense it felt like an invisible wall rushing toward me.

If that hits the ground, more pavement will be destroyed...

In the brief moment as Hindrasta charged, I made my decision, tore through her aura with both hands, and grabbed her by the throat.

"Gack!?"

Hindrasta looked at me with surprised eyes as I gripped her neck.

"W-why...?"
"What do you mean, why? This is the obvious outcome."
"But... you're alone...?"

I pulled Hindrasta by the neck and kneed her in the stomach.

"Kuhak!"

With a short groan, Hindrasta's body went limp.

After all, for a human who has beaten a dragon before, it doesn't really matter whether there's one or two of them.

Is that why she didn't transform into her true form, thinking she could kill me even in her polymorphed state?

Stupid creature.

Let's have a talk when she wakes up.

I've had a good idea.

If I use her well, she could greatly contribute to our academy's development.

I hoisted the unconscious Hindrasta over my shoulder and headed to the infirmary.

Ch.38 - Suspicious Pink Hair (5)
"Hello, Priestess. I apologize for the late hour."

Maya the Priestess stood up from her seat as I arrived at the infirmary with Hindrasta perched on my shoulder.

"This is an applicant for the special talent selection. She said her stomach hurts."
"Please lay her down here."

After placing Hindrasta on the bed, Maya began her divine healing.

As golden divine power enveloped her abdomen, Hindrasta slowly opened her eyes.

"Ugh... What happened... I was definitely alone..."
"Didn't you find it strange that two people did that to you back then? Did you really think someone like that would be any different alone?"
"Damn it..."

A tear rolled down Hindrasta's tightly shut eyes.

"I wanted revenge for what they did to me... But I got caught again..."
"That's why I clearly warned you."
"This is such bullshit..."

As Maya returned to her desk, I quietly spoke to Hindrasta.

"Now you have two choices."
"What are they...?"
"First, since you caused trouble again, you can have a three-way meeting with the blondie and me."
"Eek!? No! I'd rather die than do that!!"

Hindrasta thrashed about, making the bed frame creak as if it might break any moment.

"Calm down. I said you have two choices."
"Then what's the second one?"
"The second is to become a student at this academy."
"What?"

Hindrasta stared at me with a completely bewildered expression.

"What are you asking me to do?"
"You came here pretending to be an applicant to closely guard the daughter of the Genova Trading Company who applied for selection, right?"
"That's right."
"Right now, you have the highest scores among the applicants. If you continue like this, you'll be selected as a special talent student and can attend the academy. That's what I want you to do. Erase all your past."
"What? Erase it?"

Hindrasta shrieked.

"I absolutely cannot erase it! Are you asking me to forget that humiliation! Ow ow ow..."

She suddenly sat up but clutched her stomach and groaned, the pain apparently not yet gone.

"Then I guess the first option..."
"Argh! You bastard! Ugh, my stomach hurts..."
"You already understand the situation. You can never get revenge on us. And."

I continued, cutting off Hindrasta's attempt to argue.

"Back then, we were under orders to kill you. Considering the damage you caused to the Human Alliance, you should be grateful just to be alive. Anyone listening would think we invaded a peaceful nest."
"So... what do you want me to do... Become an academy student?"
"Yes."
"How does that benefit you at all?"

It's an enormous benefit.

Polymorphed dragons typically surpass normal human abilities.

If such an excellent talent graduates from our academy, the Second Princess will surely be pleased and keep Kirrin as principal.

"Choose. A three-way meeting, or academy graduation. There is no third option. Refusing to choose is not an option."
"Fine! I'll do it! I'll do your stupid academy thing...!"

Her scream ended with a sob, likely from anger and shame.

"Damn it, damn it, damn it... What crime did I commit by causing a little chaos that I have to fall this far..."

While I was becoming increasingly delighted, Hindrasta wept profusely.

"Why is my dragon life so twisted..."

# # # # #

A very long time ago.

In a deep mountain valley lived a young dragon named Hindrasta who had just become independent.

With nothing around but jagged rocky peaks and stupid trolls or ogres, Hindrasta was extremely bored.

The thought of living such a life for tens of thousands of years made her wonder if there might be something more interesting.

While pondering this idly, someone came to Hindrasta's nest.

At first, she thought they were humans, but unlike humans, they had goat-like horns on their heads.

They introduced themselves as the Demon Race and explained they were fighting a holy war to reclaim the continent unjustly occupied by humans, led by their unparalleled hero, the Demon King.

[What's a war?]
"It's when many people divide into sides and fight each other."
[Oh, is that so...?]

Hindrasta, intrigued by this, stroked her chin with the tip of her tail, deep in thought.

"Please help us, great White Dragon Hindrasta!"

The demons prostrated themselves.

"The Demon King offers various rewards should you cooperate."

The demons then listed gold, treasures, and the largest palace.

But those were vulgar things only short-lived mortals would care about. Hindrasta was fixated solely on this thing called "war."

So the demons and other races are divided into sides and fighting, and they want me to join in?

That sounds really fun!

[I'll do it.]

And so Hindrasta joined what would later be called the Four-Year War.

The Demon King was overjoyed at Hindrasta's participation. But that joy didn't last long.

"Why didn't you annihilate them completely before returning?!"

The Demon King raged at Hindrasta, who had returned empty-handed despite being ordered to completely wipe out the Human Alliance army on a battlefield.

[If I kill them all, the war ends too quickly. I don't want that.]
"We recruited you not for entertainment but to achieve victory and liberate the continent as quickly as possible!"
[Then should I just leave?]
"No, that's not what I meant..."

Afterward, Hindrasta continued to ignore the Demon King's high command's orders, seeking only major battlefields and cackling at the sight of armies falling over in surprise at her appearance.

At first, the demons would cheer when Hindrasta appeared, but upon hearing her "Dragon Roar" that made no distinction between friend and foe, they would mindlessly retreat alongside everyone else.

When she spread her wings wide and unleashed her breath, it was so amusing to see everyone, regardless of side, fleeing without looking back.

Compared to the boring days in her mountain valley nest, war was an intense dopamine stimulant for Hindrasta.

In the end, the Imperial Intelligence Department's analysis that Hindrasta joined the war for "chaos" proved exactly right.

The short period of just under two years was the best time of Hindrasta's dragon life.

But it all ended when the Empire ordered a special task force to eliminate Hindrasta.

The worst two-person task force: the blonde Linus and the bushy-haired Dian.

Dragons are quite stubborn and show near-obsessive fixation in fields that interest them.

But that crazy task force was even worse.

Just when she thought she'd shaken them off, they would suddenly appear, and they would be waiting in places she never expected them to reach.

After months of this, Hindrasta finally decided to end this meaningless game of tag and go into hiding.

This decision came right after Linus and Dian had forcibly tamed a wild wyvern on the spot and tried to ride it into her blind spot to climb onto her back.

Discovering this at the last moment, Hindrasta let out a Dragon Roar that frightened the wyvern, causing it to change direction and fly away.

Surprisingly, that madman Dian jumped off the wyvern and free-fell upside down toward Hindrasta's back!

Fortunately, a sudden gust of wind caused him to miss Hindrasta's body and fall straight to the ground.

Then Linus forcibly turned the fleeing wyvern by beating it with the club he had used to tame it, managing to catch Dian just before he hit the ground.

Seeing this, Hindrasta felt "fear" for the first time in her life and went into seclusion for a considerable period without even informing the Demon King.

After hiding for quite some time, Hindrasta's chaos instinct activated again, and she couldn't bear it anymore.

Humans, unlike dragons, have short lifespans and forget quickly. By now, they must have given up.

"You precious little lizard bastard! Disappearing without a word and then slinking back..."

As the Demon King spewed profanities in extreme anger, willing to risk his life, his advisors silenced him and assigned Hindrasta a new mission.

They asked her to block the rear of the retreating noble army of the Human Alliance, which had recently suffered a major defeat.

That sounds fun.

[I'll do it.]

And there, Hindrasta finally fell into Linus and Dian's ambush, getting beaten nearly to death before making a desperate escape to save her life.

But Hindrasta's ordeal wasn't over yet.

The dragon elders, discovering that she had recklessly intervened in the conflicts of lesser beings only to be defeated, punished her.

The punishment was to polymorph her into a human and prevent her from ever returning to her original form.

[You are not worthy of living as a dragon! Live in that form for a thousand years and reflect on your actions!]

Thus, Hindrasta was forcibly banished to the human world and, needing to survive, joined the Reblanc Mercenary Corps, which paid the most for those who could earn money through force.

While living as a mercenary, Hindrasta dreamed of revenge.

But Linus had already become the Hero of the Continent, making it impossible to even approach him, and that bastard Dian had vanished without a trace.

Recently, she received a request to escort a wealthy human's daughter to some exam as an applicant, and at the academy, she encountered Dian.

Humans age much faster than dragons.

Ten years had passed, and seeing him working as a professor with no need for physical strength, she was certain his physical abilities must have declined.

Moreover, with the blonde guy nowhere to be seen, Hindrasta finally tried to take her revenge from ten years ago.

However, Hindrasta didn't realize that although humans die faster than dragons, they don't deteriorate rapidly in just ten years.

As Dian grabbed her collar and drove his knee into her stomach, making her vision go dark, Hindrasta had to admit she had completely misjudged.

This isn't right... Why do things always go wrong when I get involved with this bastard?!

And now Dian was telling her to become an academy student.

At this rate, I'll never return to being a dragon and will truly become human forever!

# # # # #

Meanwhile, in Maya the Priestess's patient record:

[Professor Dian visited the infirmary in the middle of the night with an apparently minor female who had fainted due to stomach pain].

[Clear strangulation marks on the neck and significant bruising in the lower abdomen. Suspect severe impact].

[When Professor Dian made remarks to the patient along the lines of "If two people could do that to you then, what makes you think one couldn't do it alone," the patient responded with "I got caught again." Exact context unknown].

[Patient shouted "I absolutely cannot erase it" while continuously rubbing her stomach, and when Professor Dian continued speaking, the patient responded with "I'll do it. I'll do it, okay" while crying. Continued sobbing while lying down afterward].

Ch.39 - Suspicious Pink Hair (6)
I had secured a promise from Hindrasta to become an Academy student.

Hindrasta returned to the applicant dormitory while sniffling, and I headed home with a light heart.

How fortunate to be able to accept a polymorphed dragon as an Academy student.

As soon as I entered the house in good spirits, I found Olicia sitting at the dining table, her meal already cold, looking thoroughly annoyed.

"Lord Dian! Why are you so late?! Have you been wasting time at some dessert café again?"

Olicia rushed at me with rapid-fire questions.

"Sorry, sorry. One of the applicants wanted career counseling."
"Hmm... I see."

Olicia nodded with satisfaction upon hearing I was late due to Academy business.

These days, what Olicia fears most is that I might slack off like I did in Brunswell and get sent back there after being expelled.

"Alright. I'll reheat dinner. Please wash up in the meantime."

While Olicia put the pot on the stove, I washed up and changed clothes.

Tonight's dinner was beef bourguignon, slow-cooked in wine.

Taking a taste, I could tell it was exceptionally tender—she must have used premium-grade meat.

Since I'd been working late several times recently due to the special student selection, Olicia had mentioned something about replenishing my energy—this must be what she meant.

"This is delicious."
"I put my heart into it all day. So, did everything wrap up well today?"
"Of course. Who am I? I'm Dian."
"That kind of overconfidence is exactly why you make mistakes."

I chuckled and told Olicia about the day's events.

The Academy gates crowded with all sorts of races, turning it into a marketplace. The intense evaluations and the failed applicants being cut down like autumn harvest.

However, I absolutely kept quiet about the "orc" and "werewolf" incidents.

If I mentioned getting involved in the orcs' fight or subduing the werewolf's rampage, Olicia would probably flip out and foam at the mouth, demanding to know why I'd put myself in danger.

"That's amazing. Only twenty years old and already working for a mercenary corps and applying to the Academy."

When the conversation turned to Sophie, the girl from the Reblanc Mercenary Corps, Olicia's eyes sparkled as she clasped her hands together.

"Well, I'm not sure if she's that impressive." More accurately, not an impressive dragon.

What kind of dragon gets exiled by their clan after being humiliated in battle, then lives in human form out of shame?

# # # # #

The next day, before evaluations began.

I waited in front of the applicant dormitory and called Hindrasta aside.

"W-what! What are you trying to do now?!"
"Shut up. Listen here."

I pointed my finger at the protesting Hindrasta and spoke sternly.

"Don't even think about deliberately failing."
"If I'm not good enough, I might fail anyway."
"Oh, really?"

I crossed my arms and looked down at Hindrasta.

"If you fail, I'll immediately report your whereabouts to the Imperial Castle. What do you think will happen then?"
"You crazy bastard?!"
"They'll think, 'Oh, Hindrasta who we couldn't find and forgot about has appeared, so we should capture him again.' Who do you think they'll send? Like before, it'll be me and Linus. This time, you won't even be able to transform into your true form..."
"Fine! I won't fail!"

Hindrasta argued with a face drained of all color.

"Not failing isn't enough. You need to be the top student. Only then can you become a special student."
"That's impossible. I'll try, but..."
"If you don't become the top student, I'll immediately report your whereabouts to the Imperial Castle. Then what will—"
"Waaaaaah! I get it! I'll do it!"

Hindrasta burst into tears again.

Come to think of it, he cried when we beat him up behind the nobles' quarters too. Aside from his terrible attitude, he seems to be quite the crybaby.

Dragon tears are supposedly good magical ingredients, though I'm not sure of the scientific basis. I used to collect a few drops to sell for a decent profit.

But now that he's polymorphed, they're useless.

"Captain! Aren't you coming?"

Just then, the Reblanc mercenaries, ready to leave the Academy, waved from a distance.

"Didn't you tell them you're not going back to the mercenary corps?"
"No. I was just about to tell them now."
"Then hurry up."

I smacked Hindrasta's backside with a practice wooden sword used for campus patrols, and he ran away toward them, looking horrified.

"Shall we depart, Captain?"
"I'm not going!"
"What?"

The Reblanc mercenaries looked at each other in confusion at Sophie's sudden declaration.

"What do you mean you're not going?"
"Are your ears stuffed? I said I'm not going back to that dung heap of a mercenary corps!"
"Why so suddenly...?"
"Do you think a delicate lady like me belongs there? Huh? Get out of my sight right now!"

Hindrasta took out his anger on the innocent mercenaries, throwing a fit.

I wondered if that was necessary, but being a dragon, it's somewhat understandable. Dragons treat other races like insects.

Still, if he's going to stay at the Academy, he can't display such garbage personality so openly.

He'll need some socialization training.

Anyway, the second day of evaluations began.

When I entered the written exam hall, I found Hindrasta sitting with his chin propped up, doing nothing and staring blankly.

"I hope all applicants will do their best until the very end to finish strong!"

I shouted loudly so he would hear me. When Hindrasta spotted me, he flinched, then bent his head down and started working the pen diligently.

At least he's writing something—being a high-intelligence magical beast, a dragon isn't completely hopeless.

"Come on, everyone! The finish line isn't far! Keep it up!"
"Shit, shit..."

As I followed from evaluation room to evaluation room offering encouragement, Hindrasta glanced at me and muttered curses.

# # # # #

After all evaluations were complete, Kirrin and the entire faculty gathered.

First, checking the comprehensive results, Hindrasta was fortunately ranked first.

Being a polymorphed dragon, he naturally displayed exceptional abilities in the combat department evaluations, which were strength-focused, and achieved satisfactory scores.

His theoretical evaluation was somewhat lacking, but his combat scores were so overwhelmingly superior that it was impossible for anyone to catch up in total points.

Among the professors, there was already a consensus that Hindrasta would be selected, and Ismera didn't seem to have any objections either.

If she had known about some connection between Hindrasta and me, she would have strongly opposed it, but there was no way she could know.

And even if she did, it wasn't exactly cheating, so there wouldn't be an issue.

A polymorphed dragon's capabilities far exceed those of ordinary humans, so Hindrasta's first-place ranking was purely based on his own abilities.

Besides, while the announcement prohibited werewolves and vampires from applying, there was no clause forbidding polymorphed dragons.

After all, why would a dragon bother to polymorph just to take an academy entrance exam?

So there's no problem here. I simply pushed him to give his all when he was planning to slack off and quit.

Considering the comprehensive scores and observation evaluation points, we unanimously agreed to select Hindrasta as the special student.

The second and third-place candidates were quite outstanding too, but they couldn't compare to Hindrasta. Also, at Ismera's suggestion, we deliberately limited the number of successful applicants to one.

"I don't think we need to lower the standards to increase the number of successful applicants. As the Imperial Special Mission Academy, we need to establish a reputation for strict selection."

Of course, she's right. Ismera is truly an elite professor, aside from her devious personality.

Kirrin was to announce the final results, so we moved with the professors to the auditorium where the applicants were gathered.

"Thank you once again for applying to our Special Mission Academy. According to our internal standards, there will be only one successful applicant."

At Kirrin's words from the podium, the applicants murmured among themselves, while Hindrasta tightly clasped his hands as if in prayer and closed his eyes with a desperate expression.

I'm not sure if he's hoping to be selected or hoping to fail. Either way, he probably dislikes both options.

If selected, he'll have to live here with me; if he fails, he'll have to face Linus.

"Now I will announce the final successful applicant."
"Goddess, please. I'm sorry for all the trouble I've caused. Please take pity on me..."

As Kirrin built suspense, the hall fell silent, and Hindrasta's prayer was particularly audible.

A dragon seeking divine help—now that's a rare situation that would make even the Goddess herself faint in surprise.

"The final successful applicant is Sophie from the Reblanc Mercenary Corps."
"Aaaaargh!"

At Kirrin's announcement, Hindrasta let out a scream that could have been either terror or joy.

"Congratulations, Sophie. And to the rest of the applicants who unfortunately didn't make it, I offer words of consolation..."

However, Kirrin's words were drowned out by Hindrasta's wailing as he collapsed to the ground, sobbing loudly.

"She must be really happy to be selected."
"Of course she would be. This is the Academy we're talking about."

I gave a plausible response to Lina's comment and showed Hindrasta a thumbs-up.

"Waaaaaaaaah!"

Seeing this, Hindrasta cried even more miserably, as if the world had ended.

Just then, I heard a scratching sound and turned to see Priestess Maya, who was attending with the faculty, writing something in a small notebook while looking at Hindrasta.

Is she monitoring the recovery status of a patient discharged from the infirmary?

How diligent. As expected of a priestess strongly recommended by Rormane.

Ch.40 - Pink Hair Is So Wronged (1)
Hindrasta was assigned to the graduating class immediately after selection, specifically to Class 1, which consisted of only the highest-performing students.

That was the very class where Knightley Toulouse served as class president.

The class was filled with both brilliant students and nobles of good bloodlines like Knightley. I wondered if Hindrasta, coming from a mercenary background, would be able to get along well there.

As expected, Hindrasta caused trouble from the very first day.

Several students from noble families who already knew she was from Reblanc Mercenary Corps—a group known for gathering uneducated and uncultured individuals—provoked her, and Hindrasta beat them all up and sent them to the infirmary.

I heard that all ten temporary beds on the first floor of the infirmary were filled. What was more absurd than Hindrasta causing trouble was the fact that ten students had ganged up to harass a transfer student.

Perhaps the current students needed character education more urgently than Hindrasta did?

If there was any silver lining, it was that Knightley wasn't involved in the incident.

I would need to speak with the homeroom professor about this later.

No disciplinary committee was convened. They took into consideration that she was the historic first special talent recruit, and despite resorting to violence first in response to mockery, she had faced the extremely unfavorable odds of ten against one.

Ismera expressed strong disapproval of resolving matters through violence, but my thoughts were somewhat different.

"Doesn't this prove our selection criteria were accurate?"

Ismera's eyes seemed to say, "You uncivilized combat department brute."

Still, we couldn't just let this slide completely. I needed to summon Hindrasta and give her a bit of a lecture.

If she continued to respond this way whenever problems arose, she might genuinely face the disciplinary committee later.

"Hey, teaching assistant. Go call Hind—I mean, Sophie. I need to speak with her."

"I'll bring her right away, Head Professor!"

Shortly after, Hindrasta swaggered into the professor's office.

"What's with that expression?"

"I'm just coming back from teaching some arrogant human bitches a lesson."

"That's why I called you. Sit down."

When I pointed to the chair, wariness appeared on Hindrasta's face.

"Let me be clear—they started it. Do you even know what they said? They asked what I did in the mercenary corps and suggested I wasn't a mercenary but a dedicated prostitute!!"

"I'm not deaf, so stop shouting. Calm down and sit."

I pointed to the chair again, and Hindrasta plopped down with an indignant expression, crossing her arms.

"Would you like some tea? Or perhaps some snacks or pie?"

"I don't want to spend even a second with you, so just get to the point."

"Fine. Then I'll eat this by myself."

I took out a cream cake wrapped in paper from the drawer I had repurposed for snacks, and Hindrasta's gaze immediately shifted toward it.

"What's that?"

"There's a dessert café in the academy shopping district where I bought this. It's really delicious—honestly, I was worried you might want some."

I took out a fork, cut a large piece of cake, and ate it. Hindrasta deliberately looked away.

"So, why did you call me?"

"I understand that dragons look down on humans. But that attitude won't work here."

"I told you! They treated me like a prostitute!"

"Yes, I know. I'm not trying to judge whether you were right or wrong this time. I'm just saying it would be problematic if you continue to resort to violence."

I said this while poking at the cake with my fork.

"We let it slide this time since it was your first incident, but if you beat people up without hesitation again, you might face disciplinary action. Accumulated disciplinary actions can lead to expulsion. I'll leave it to your imagination what happens if you're expelled."

"Haa, shit..."

Hindrasta sighed and massaged the back of her neck.

"Fine, I get it. I'll be careful. I'm leaving now."

She abruptly stood up from the chair and was about to turn away when she asked:

"You said you got that from the dessert café in the shopping district?"

"Yeah. Why? Want to buy some yourself?"

"I don't have money. I was just curious."

Hindrasta turned sharply but didn't leave, instead standing awkwardly at the doorway. What was she doing?

Then I noticed someone blocking Hindrasta's path.

Knightley, with her luscious blonde hair and haughty golden eyes, was looking down at Hindrasta.

"Who are you?"

"Who are you to ask?"

Hindrasta and Knightley stared at each other silently.

"One of you needs to move. I'm busy."

Knightley stepped aside first, and Hindrasta stormed out.

"And what do you want?"

"Professor, what are you doing?"

Knightley asked incredulously.

"Wasn't today our private tutoring session?"

"Ah, right. I forgot about that."

"I waited at the practice field for a long time, and when you didn't show up, I came looking for you."

"Sorry. I was counseling the special talent student. Let's go."

As we walked toward the practice field, Knightley asked:

"What were you talking about with her?"

"Nothing special. Just about the recent fight. Told her not to do it again."

"She seems quite rough, probably because of her mercenary background."

"Everyone knows Reblanc mercenaries are uneducated. But would you be calm if someone called you a mercenary corps prostitute?"

"I never said anything like that."

"I know, I know. But since you're the class president, try to keep the other students in line."

"I understand."

"By the way, how is Sophie doing? Does she have any friends?"

"Well, the underlings seem to like her."

Oh, that's unexpected. But what does she mean by "underlings"?

"Tell me more. What do you mean they like her?"

According to Knightley, the students who had called Hindrasta a prostitute were troublemakers who moved in packs around the academy.

They had been harassing students with poor grades or humble backgrounds, but Hindrasta had beaten them all up and instantly become a hero.

In simple terms, it was like a transfer student taking down the school bullies. Add to that her pretty face and good figure, and everyone liked her.

"But the special talent student herself doesn't seem interested in forming any friendships."

True to her dragon nature, Hindrasta was knocking down humans who were hostile to her and ignoring those who approached with goodwill.

"I bet she won't make a single friend until graduation."

Knightley smiled with contempt, as if she found Hindrasta pathetic.

Though it seemed she herself was in the same boat regarding friendlessness.

"Professor, why are you so interested in that special talent student?"

"She's our hard-won first recruit. Isn't it natural to wonder how she's adapting?"

"Is that so? But from a third-party perspective, it could be seen as inappropriate curiosity, so please be careful."

I burst out laughing at this nonsense.

"Surely you're not stupid enough to think I'm digging into her business because I have some strange feelings for her?"

"I wouldn't call it stupid—let's say I'm keeping various possibilities open."

"To think someone like you is the top class president. The future of our academy looks bleak."

"What did you say?!"

As Knightley glared at me, I responded with a laugh.

"You know what? You should become friends with that special talent student."

"Why?"

"It will definitely help you later. I'm determined to place both of you as black agents in the Imperial Castle."

"Is that so? But Professor, I think we've passed the practice field."

Knightley stopped walking and looked around.

We were now near the eastern gate of the academy.

If we went through the gate where Knightley had previously done night infiltration training, it would lead to the hilly areas outside the capital.

"Weren't we supposed to practice at the training field?"

"We can do that during regular classes. This is a private lesson from the Head Combat Professor—shouldn't it have a differentiated curriculum?"

"W-what are you planning to do this time...?"

Knightley stammered, clearly frightened. But I couldn't tell her yet.

If I did, she would definitely run away.

It's only natural to flee when told we're going to capture wild trolls.

# # # # #

"What are those two up to...?"

Hindrasta had been hiding at the corner of the building, watching Dian and Knightley leave together through the academy's eastern gate.

After leaving Dian's office earlier, Hindrasta had pretended to head toward the lecture hall but had taken a detour and hidden in the bushes near the faculty building's main entrance.

That blonde human woman who had engaged in a staring contest with her seemed suspicious.

Hindrasta had seen that arrogant attitude before.

It was typical of noble ladies who came for consultation requests. Was that human woman Dian's wife?

But judging by her uniform, she was clearly a student.

Even with Hindrasta's limited experience in human society, she knew it wasn't normal for professors and students to be married.

Moreover, from what she'd learned since arriving, Dian was unmarried. He apparently lived in the faculty housing area with a little girl who might be a servant or slave.

So an unmarried professor was secretly leaving with a female student through the academy's eastern gate, heading toward the wooded hills...

And Dian held some senior professor position where he didn't directly teach students...

Hmm... This was truly suspicious...

Ch.41 - Pink Hair Is So Wronged (2)
"Where are we really going?"

Knightley asked with a somewhat breathless voice as she followed me up the hill.

"You'll see when we get there."

"Are you going to make me do something strange again?"

"Strange? I'm just trying to teach you in an environment similar to the field."

Knightley didn't ask further, but she still couldn't hide her suspicion.

"Head Professor. Over here."

After climbing a bit more, Waver's voice came from higher up the slope.

But I could only hear his voice, not see him.

"Where are you?"

"Here, sir."

As I looked around, Waver poked his head out from between well-camouflaged blinds in a shaded thicket.

His entire body was smeared with mud and covered with branches and leaves.

"Come this way."

He lifted the cloth covering the entrance, and inside was a small observation hole facing the valley ahead.

"Is it still there?"

"Yes, sir."

Looking through the observation hole, I could see something lying deep in the valley.

It was a troll—a humanoid monster with bizarrely elongated limbs, covered in dirty fur and bulging muscles.

It must have just caught prey, as there were bones with chunks of flesh still attached scattered nearby, and the creature was snoring with its mouth wide open.

Living carefree in the hills near the city with no natural predators. Just like me when I was staying in Brunswell.

"Any idea where it came from?"

"I'm not certain, but considering everything, it most likely came from Honebe."

"Your reasoning?"

"They're opening a new mine there. I heard they've even hired mages, so it must be quite a large operation."

"So it lost its habitat and came here. Makes sense—this is the only place nearby with a suitable environment for trolls."

While Waver and I discussed the troll's migration route, Knightley looked back and forth between us with a completely bewildered expression.

"Excuse me for interrupting, Head Professor, but shouldn't we be on our way? We don't have time to waste here."

"Waste time?"

"Well, yes. Hunting trolls is Professor Waver's job, and you're supposed to be giving me private lessons..."

Knightley's voice trailed off as our eyes met. She closed her mouth and turned her gaze toward the troll, which was still sprawled out sleeping.

Then she looked back at me.

"You're lying."

"I'm not."

"Don't do this."

"This is what you asked for."

"This isn't what I wanted! I never said I wanted to hunt trolls—!"

I covered Knightley's mouth as her voice rose and held up a finger.

"Quiet. If that thing wakes up and bolts, it'll be hard to track it down again."

"Hunting trolls? This is insane...!"

"Not hunting. Capturing."

"That's the same thing...!"

As Knightley hissed in a low voice, Waver chuckled.

"Student Knightley, what did you think we were going to do?"

"I thought I'd learn effective killing methods or kidnapping techniques or something like that!"

"The Principal is already teaching you those well. Since no one knows which organization you'll join after graduation, it's good to be proficient in dealing with major monsters too."

"But how am I supposed to capture that thing alone? It's not a horse, it's a monster!"

I placed my hand on Knightley's shoulder as she trembled with both anger and fear.

"Don't worry. You're not doing this alone. Waver and I will be with you. Trolls should be hunted in teams anyway."

"I bet you professors will just play supporting roles while I have to take the lead."

"Now you're catching on."

Knightley tried to argue further but sighed in resignation.

"I made my choice, so I'll just have to tough it out."

Waver smiled, and I patted Knightley's shoulder.

"That's how you grow, little by little."

"Fine. I'll do it. But promise me one thing."

"What promise?"

"Since you said we'd do this together, really do it together. Don't just push me out there alone like last time."

"Haha. I have enough judgment to recognize truly dangerous situations, you know? I promise. This time, we'll really work together."

Only then did Knightley start applying the mud Waver had gathered separately to her face and arms.

"But you said capturing, not hunting? Why? Are you planning to use it to move heavy objects?"

"We'll keep it caged and extract its blood."

"What?"

Knightley turned to me with an expression like she'd heard something unbelievable.

Even through the dirty mud, Knightley's golden eyes shone beautifully.

"Extract its blood...?"

"Troll blood is a precious ingredient for healing potions. We'll keep it in a cage and extract blood little by little to make potions."

"That's so..."

"That's how it's always done. It's legally acceptable, and trolls are low-intelligence, cruel monsters that eat anything they see, including humans."

"Is... is that so..."

"If we leave it alone, it will cause human casualties. Since we have to kill it anyway, it's much more valuable to make healing potions that can save many lives."

Knightley nodded slowly, seemingly unable to argue with my reasoning.

"Now I'll explain how we're going to capture it."

I began speaking while observing the troll through the hole.

"Trolls are large, but they're also strong and flexible, which means they can run very fast."

"Then we should block its escape routes before we start."

"Exactly. The only place it can escape to is the opposite exit of the valley over there. I'll cover that. You take the front. Use these."

I placed several hunting stones in Knightley's hand.

The hunting stones, also called "bolas," are weapons consisting of metal balls attached to both ends of a rope about one meter long.

They're not for killing but for capturing—you spin them and throw them so the centrifugal force wraps around the prey's legs.

Trolls, being monsters, have such overwhelming strength that normal humans can never subdue them through conventional means.

But they have one weakness: their lower body is weak compared to their upper body.

You can trip them, then stab their vital points with a blade or strike them with a blunt weapon to kill them.

That's why during the Four-Year War, each squad in the legion was required to have a bola marksman to deal with humanoid monsters like trolls.

"You've already learned how to use these, right?"

"I practiced throwing them a few times in survival class."

"Good. That's enough. Aim for below the shin."

Knightley counted the bolas and looked at me with a somewhat despairing expression.

"There are only three..."

"That's the standard issue for legion soldiers during the war. Throw three times, and one should catch."

"Professor, this is my first time using these in a real situation."

"You won't always encounter situations you've practiced for. Now, let's go."

The three of us left the blind and carefully descended the slope.

Waver positioned himself at a suitable spot for observation and shooting, while Knightley and I continued down to reach level ground.

The troll was still snoring loudly with its limbs sprawled out, apparently having enjoyed its meal. It was really loud.

Judging by its size, it was an adult that had matured for several years—at its strongest and most active stage. In other words, at its most dangerous.

Trolls are basically omnivorous and when hungry, they eat anything regardless of species. That naturally includes humans.

The mere appearance of this creature near the academy is a serious situation that requires immediate elimination.

Fortunately, Waver, who had gone hunting for meat to make jerky, discovered its tracks and followed them, allowing us to catch it today.

We'll cage it and extract its blood to make high-quality healing potions.

Healing potions containing troll blood are immediately effective for external wounds, which will allow for even more daring practical exercises in the future.

"Let's begin."
"Whew..."

Knightley gripped the bola tightly, tension evident in her posture.

Meanwhile, I circled widely around the sleeping troll to position myself at the back of the valley where it might try to escape.

After blocking the middle of the path, I raised my hand to signal. Waver nodded and nocked an arrow, drawing the bowstring taut.

"This is insane..."

Standing on the opposite side with the troll between us, Knightley's legs were trembling slightly.

In truth, a troll is an extremely challenging opponent for Knightley right now.

Honestly, making such a fuss about catching one troll is unnecessary. I could just knock it out with one blow and drag it away.

Even active agents in the field usually avoid fighting monsters directly—most just locate them and provide information to professional hunters or military units.

But the worst situations, unavoidable circumstances, always come without warning.

When a trained monster guards the entrance to a place you need to infiltrate for a document retrieval mission, you have no choice but to fight—and that's what Knightley will learn today.

I lowered my hand, and Waver released the tightly drawn bowstring.

The arrow flew straight and embedded itself in the troll's abdomen, causing it to snap its eyes open.

The troll jumped to its feet, spotted Knightley standing in the distance, and charged toward her with a horrific roar.

Completely overwhelmed by the creature's ferocity, Knightley hastily threw a bola without proper aim.

Ch.42 - Pink Hair Is So Wronged (3)
Meanwhile, at the Academy.

"Hey, excuse me. I have something to ask."

Hindrasta stopped a passing student.

After beating up the troublemakers from Graduation Class 1, Hindrasta had become something of a hero to the lower-ranked students who had been bullied by them.

So when someone like her suddenly said she had something to ask, the lower-ranked students excitedly gathered around her.

"Professor Dian and the class president went out through the east gate, and I was wondering if anyone knows why..."

"They went out through the east gate, just the two of them?!"

Before Hindrasta could finish, the students shrieked in surprise.

"Are you absolutely sure you saw them?"
"Is it true?!"

Their intense reaction caught Hindrasta off guard.

What's with these kids? Why are they acting like this? I was just genuinely curious.

"No, no, I was just wondering if he was giving her private lessons during school hours or something..."

"Actually, I've had my suspicions for a while now!"

As Hindrasta frantically waved her hands, someone raised their voice.

"I've seen Knightley going in and out of Professor Dian's office several times."

"No way! Are they really in that kind of relationship?"

This statement caused an uproar among the students, with various testimonies pouring out from all directions.

"Oh! Now that I think about it, I remember seeing them alone together a few times too." "Ah, Professor Dian..." "That can't be true!" "If this is real, it's a huge deal!" "What's going on?" "Hey, listen! A special student saw Professor Dian and Knightley..." "Be quiet! You shouldn't spread rumors!" "What about Professor Dian and Knightley?" "I said be quiet!" "What?! Professor Dian had his hand under Knightley's skirt, groping her behind?!"

"I-I never said anything like that!!!!!!"

Hindrasta shouted as the distorted accusation of sexual harassment emerged.

But the students were completely worked up.

"That's not true! My Professor Dian would never do such a thing!!!!" "Hey everyone! Professor Dian dumped Professor Anna and is dating Knightley!" "Why is Professor Anna suddenly part of this?" "Oh, was it Professor Ismera? Or the Principal? Anyway!"

"W-wait a minute! That's not what I meant!"

Hindrasta tried to calm the students down, but it was already beyond her control.

Professor Dian and Knightley were both highly recognized stars within the Academy for various reasons, and the mere fact that they had gone out together through the secluded east gate during school hours was enough to generate all sorts of rumors.

"This isn't what I meant! I'm so screwed!!"

Hindrasta felt dizzy with despair.

# # # # #

"Roll to your left, Student Knightley!"

As Knightley threw herself to the left, Waver's arrow flew like lightning.

The arrow struck the wrist of the troll that was swinging a club at Knightley, causing the weapon's trajectory to shift.

The crude club, made from an uprooted tree, narrowly missed Knightley and struck the ground, sending heavy vibrations through the earth.

"Good! Well done, Knightley!"

Blocking the troll's escape route, I shouted through cupped hands at Knightley, who was rolling on the ground with her hair in complete disarray.

"Damn it...!"

Knightley, finally stopping her roll, cursed while spinning one of her hunting bolas in her hand.

She now had only two bolas left—the one she was spinning and another tied at her waist. The first one she had thrown had completely missed its target and disappeared somewhere.

The troll, with several arrows sticking out of its body, let out a roar of frustration as it pulled its club from the ground.

"Don't face it on open ground! Keep moving! Slow down its movements!"

"Easy for you to say from back there! Aaah!"

After dodging another attack from the troll, Knightley quickly ran and disappeared into thick undergrowth.

The troll followed, crashing through trees and trampling everything in its path.

"Kegegegegek!!"

As branches kept scraping and tangling against its body, the frustrated troll began punching innocent trees and swinging its club wildly.

At that moment, Knightley cautiously emerged from the forest at a diagonal angle behind the rampaging troll.

Showing only her upper body, she made several hand signals to Waver, who was waiting on a slope. Waver nodded and drew his bowstring.

Several arrows left the bow and struck the back of the troll's head precisely. The troll flailed its arms, pulled out all the arrows, and turned around.

"Over here, over here!"

After throwing the arrows to the ground, the troll spotted Waver and lumbered toward him with thunderous steps.

Knightley, hiding at the troll's flank, seized the opportunity and threw her bola with all her might.

The spinning bola flew past the back of the troll's knee by a paper-thin margin and disappeared into the distance.

The troll's speed when running straight was incredibly fast—she should have aimed a bit more ahead, but with limited experience and in such a tense situation, Knightley had misjudged.

Still, even though her second attempt failed, her idea was excellent.

She couldn't handle a direct confrontation with the somewhat dim-witted monster, so she lured it into the forest and used her small frame to navigate through the undergrowth and set up an ambush.

She had her ally draw the monster's attention elsewhere, then attacked from the flank when the creature was distracted.

If she had thrown the bola properly, accounting for the troll's running speed, it would have fallen right there.

As expected of Knightley. Worthy of being the Academy's top student. Impressive.

But first, I should probably help Waver.

I picked up a stone from the ground and threw it at the troll, which was now crawling on all fours up the slope toward Waver.

The stone flew with a whistling sound and struck the troll precisely near its anus, causing it to let out a bizarre shriek and tumble back down the slope.

Rubbing its behind with its hands and looking around, the troll spotted me and came charging in my direction with thunderous steps.

Poke it here and it goes there, poke it there and it comes here—even for a supposedly stupid creature, this one was remarkably dim-witted.

As the troll nearly reached me, I released my aura.

The troll, hitting the wave of my aura, startled and stepped back before fleeing in the opposite direction out of fear.

"Knightley! Finish it for real this time!"

But strangely, I couldn't see Knightley. Had she hidden in the undergrowth again?

Looking carefully, I spotted Knightley hiding over there. But it seemed she hadn't had enough time to hide properly, as her clothes were clearly visible outside the bushes?

The troll, looking for something to vent its frustration on after being intimidated by me, spotted Knightley's protruding clothes and ran toward her.

I was about to shout a warning when I noticed something odd and ended up smiling instead.

Just as the troll was about to tear apart Knightley's clothes sticking out from the bushes, the real Knightley—without her top—leaped from a tree behind the troll.

In mid-air, with her arm stretched back, Knightley flipped her body and threw her bola with all her might at the legs of the troll that had its back to her.

As the spinning bola wrapped around the troll's legs like a living tentacle, with the two metal balls crossing each other, Knightley landed on her back and shouted:

"Got it!"

At that sound, the troll tried to turn but with its legs entangled, it lost balance and toppled over magnificently.

Several arrows rapidly struck the troll's wrist as it tried to tear off the bola, and I quickly ran over and crouched by its head.

"Stay still."

I flicked my finger against its forehead, and the troll's eyes rolled back as it passed out, ending the situation.

"That was amazing, Student Knightley!"

Waver slid down the slope and praised Knightley enthusiastically.

"What a brilliant idea! Hunters often use decoys, but to think of it and successfully implement it during a hunt without any preparation is truly remarkable! Especially in such a tense situation against something like a troll!"

"Thank you, Professor."

After thanking Waver, Knightley turned to stare at me, as if waiting for my turn to praise her.

"Well done, Knightley. Honestly, I didn't expect this level of performance. We were planning to step in at some point, but you actually managed to capture it yourself."

"Of course. I am the Academy's top student after all."

"Alright, alright. You're the best."

I gave her a thumbs up, and Knightley snorted proudly, flipping her hair.

"But aren't you cold?"

I pointed at her thin undershirt, as she had used her outer garment as a decoy for the troll. Only then did Knightley blush slightly and turn away.

"Why are you looking so closely?"

"I'm not looking closely, I'm just concerned."

"If you're concerned, why don't you give me your cloak?"

"My, look at that attitude."

I laughed and tossed my cloak to her, which she snatched and wrapped around herself.

"But how did you do that, Professor?"

Meanwhile, Waver, who had been examining the fallen troll, looked at its forehead and asked me:

"This creature is usually very difficult to knock unconscious."

"Trolls have a weak spot here."

I bent down and pointed to the troll's sunken brow.

"If you deliver a shock here, it rattles their skull and knocks them out."

"That would be true for even a dragon. The issue is the strength of the impact..."

"I gave it a proper flick."

"Yes, of course. As the Head Professor of Combat, you'd naturally knock out a troll with just a finger flick."

When I demonstrated by bending my middle finger and flicking it, Waver laughed, thinking I was making a silly joke.

"I'm serious!"

"I understand. I won't ask further. Even hunters never reveal family secrets to outsiders."

Waver turned his attention back to the troll.

"Anyway, if we manage this one properly, we could make several cartloads of healing potions."

"Right? Let's donate those to the Imperial Security Office for their field agents. The Second Princess will be pleased."

"Absolutely. She is our superior officer, after all. We should stay in her good graces. That way she'll place our graduates in good positions."

Waver began binding the troll's ankles and wrists with wire rope he had made.

Watching him tie the knots, I recognized the distinctive Quarana hunter's binding technique, which no ordinary strength could undo.

"I'll stay and guard this one. Could you please request support from the Academy, Professor? The three of us won't be able to move it ourselves."

"Sure, I understand. Good work. Let's go, Knightley."

"Thank you for your hard work."

Leaving Waver behind, Knightley and I walked side by side out of the forest, heading toward the Academy's east gate.

Ch.43 - Pink Hair Is So Wronged (4)
"How is it, Knightley? Now that you've actually fought a monster."

"It's overwhelming. Is this really what we're supposed to do in the field?"

"Actually, you'll rarely encounter monsters directly."

"What?!"

Knightley's eyes widened.

"Then why did you put me through this hell?!"

"Honestly, wasn't it thrilling? When the troll fell."

Knightley pressed her lips together, unable to deny it.

"It's not every day you get to face a troll directly. And being an agent doesn't mean you'll only ever confront humans."

"I suppose that's true..."

"Today's experience will become your blood and flesh. You did really well, Knightley."

"Well... you are the head professor."

Knightley muttered while pulling the front of her cloak closed.

"But Professor, I'm curious too. How exactly did you knock out the troll?"

"I told you, I flicked its forehead."

"Haha... if you don't want to tell me, just say so."

Like Waver, Knightley took my honest answer as a joke and asked another question.

"I'm curious about something else too. You were just blocking the path, so why did the troll keep avoiding you and coming toward me instead? How did you do that?"

"I raised my aura."

"Aura...? The thing only high knights can use? Sigh... sure..."

Knightley sighed as if she didn't want to continue the conversation.

"Then why is someone who can knock out trolls with a forehead flick and raise auras working as a professor here? Shouldn't you at least be the principal or handling important matters at the Imperial Castle?"

"Oh, that. They originally wanted me to be the principal, but I refused. Actually, I had no intention of coming to the academy at all, but a friend asked me to work here in their place because they were having a baby."

"What...?"

Knightley looked at me as if I were truly insane. Well, I wouldn't believe it either if someone told me this.

"Let's say that's true... then who is this friend?"

"Sir Linus."

"Please!"

When I mentioned the Hero of the Continent, Linus, Knightley finally lost her patience.

"Can't you be serious for once?!"

"Huh? I am being serious right now."

"How is any of this serious! You claim you knocked out a troll with a forehead flick, say you can use aura like a high knight, then say someone so amazing is just working as an academy professor, and deliberately demoted yourself from principal to professor, and even that was only because you had to fill in for a friend having a baby, and that friend happens to be Sir Linus who killed the Demon King—who would believe that?! There's a limit to jokes!! Why not just say you were part of the Demon King Assassination Task Force while you're at it?"

"Oh, right. That's what I was."

"Professor!"

Knightley stomped her feet in frustration.

"All those people received noble titles and were promoted, so why not you? It doesn't make sense!"

"I just didn't want unnecessary attention, so I refused everything, took the money, and lived in a quiet place. That's more comfortable, isn't it?"

"So you're saying you achieved a feat that would go down in history, could have received a hero's title, nobility, territory, and all sorts of guarantees, but you turned it all down? Just because you didn't want attention? Who would believe that! That's insane!"

"Now that you mention it, I guess it does sound that way."

"Forget it!"

I don't care whether she believes me or not.

As I was passing through the east gate, greeting the guards, I noticed something strange.

Several students were hiding around the corner of a building, peeking out with just their heads visible, looking in our direction.

# # # # #

"Gasp! What's this?"

"Sophie must have been telling the truth?!"

The students made a commotion upon seeing Dian and Knightley entering through the east gate.

Both of them looked as if they had been rolling around on the ground, covered in dirt and leaves.

Their hair was plastered to their faces with sweat, and their clothes were completely damp.

Moreover, Knightley wasn't wearing her top, just a sleeveless undershirt with Professor Dian's cloak draped over her shoulders?!

And if that wasn't enough, her legs were trembling?!?!

What on earth were those two doing in the forest!?!?!?!?!

"Sophie! Sophie! Looks like you were right!"

The students hurriedly looked for Sophie, alarmed by the suspicious appearance of the pair.

But Hindrasta was nowhere to be seen. She had definitely been with them just moments ago.

By then, Hindrasta had already fled the scene and was running toward the lecture building.

The moment Dian and Knightley entered through the east gate, she had turned and started sprinting.

Reaching the shopping area next to the lecture building, Hindrasta stopped and glanced back.

Shit, I'm really screwed...

Hindrasta had desperately tried to stop the children, but it was impossible.

She had only asked why Dian and the class president were going out together, but it spread like wildfire through dry reeds...

If this reaches Dian's ears, I'm truly dead...

No matter how much I deny it, that crazy bastard won't listen...

Feeling dizzy, Hindrasta suddenly craved something sweet.

Coincidentally, she had stopped in front of a dessert café in the shopping area.

Whatever, let me eat something delicious before I die.

Entering the dessert café, Hindrasta carefully examined the display case and spotted a cream cake.

Didn't that guy eat this deliciously when I went to his room last time?

"Hey! Give me one of these!"

Hindrasta rudely pointed at the cream cake in the display, speaking informally.

It was a habit from her days with the Reblanc Mercenary Corps. Or rather, Hindrasta never intended to use polite speech in the first place.

"Student Sophie. You shouldn't speak like that."

Someone reprimanded Hindrasta's rude behavior.

Turning around, she saw a dark elf with pitch-black skin and ruby-red eyes looking down at her.

It was Principal Kirrin, with a gentle face unusual for a dark elf.

Hindrasta was about to say, "Who are you to tell me what to do?" but thought better of it.

Even though Hindrasta was a dragon, her ten years with the Reblanc Mercenary Corps had taught her enough about human society.

That pointy-eared dark one is the highest authority at the academy, so it wouldn't hurt to make a good impression.

After all, right now she's a human student, not a dragon.

"Hello, Principal."

Hindrasta bowed deeply with a heart-melting, adorable smile.

"Hello, Sophie. You should always speak politely to others."

"Yes, Principal. Excuse me, sir! May I have one of these, please?"

"You're eating cream cake too?"

As Hindrasta placed her order politely, Kirrin spoke.

"I was about to have some myself. Would you like to join me?"

"You're paying, right?"

"Huh? Um... of course..."

Kirrin's ears fluttered in surprise—she had intended to treat Hindrasta anyway, but was taken aback by the direct question.

"Sir, one whole cake, please."

Hindrasta tilted her head at Kirrin's order.

"Is someone else coming?"

"No? It's just for the two of us."

"Then why order so much cake?"

"This is how I always eat..."

Are dark elves naturally big eaters?

Well, some races don't gain weight no matter how much they eat.

Anyway, it's free food, so I don't mind.

Currently, Hindrasta hadn't brought much money since Dian had suddenly captured her.

In true dragon fashion, she had created a secret nest where she kept her valuables, which she planned to retrieve later when she had the chance to go out.

"How are you finding academy life, Sophie?"

Kirrin asked while eating cake.

"Any inconveniences or suggestions?"

Constantly glancing eastward in case Dian might chase after her, Hindrasta gave a perfunctory answer.

"Well? It hasn't even been a week, so I'm not sure yet."

"If you have any concerns, please tell the teaching assistants or professors. We're doing our best to ensure you can study comfortably."

"I will."

"And if anyone gives you trouble for being a transfer student or having a mercenary background, instead of fighting right away..."

"Principal! Principal! There's an emergency!"

Just then, the administrative director came running frantically.

"There's a troll in the east!"

"A troll appeared?!"

Kirrin jumped up, but the administrative director shook his head vigorously.

"Not appeared—captured! Professor Dian has brought in a live troll!"

"W-what?!"

Kirrin dashed toward the east gate at incredible speed, completely forgetting about Hindrasta.

Instead of fleeing westward, Hindrasta gave up and continued munching on the cake.

She was in Dian's grasp anyway.

If she ran, Linus would come after her, so it was better to just take a beating from Dian and be done with it.

"Excuse me."

"Yikes!"

As Hindrasta was resigning herself to her fate, someone suddenly appeared and addressed her.

It was Maya, the priest from the infirmary, wearing purple priestly robes.

"What do you want? Got something to say to me?"

"I came to check if the bruising on your lower abdomen has completely disappeared."

"Huh? It healed ages ago."

Hindrasta rolled up her top to show her smooth stomach.

"I see. I'm glad you've recovered completely."

Ignoring Hindrasta's stomach, Maya opened a notebook she was holding.

"Now, could you tell me more about the conversation you had with the students earlier? It's regarding Professor Dian and Student Knightley."

"Why are you curious about that?"

"Just now, Student Knightley visited the infirmary with various abrasions. To provide proper treatment, I need to understand how these injuries occurred."

"Sigh, really? It was nothing special. The two of them went out through the east gate. That's it."

Though Hindrasta's answer was brief, Maya began writing something extensively in her notebook.

Her expressionless face made it impossible to tell what she was thinking.
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"Careful, careful! Move slowly to the left!"

I guided the cart with both arms.

A knocked-out troll was sprawled across two connected carts, surrounded by dozens of guards.

"W-what is that...?"

I turned around to see Kirrin staring at the troll with wide eyes.

"Principal, you're here? As you can see, it's a troll. We caught it when it appeared east of the academy. We can make high-quality healing potions using its blood."

"East of the academy... outside the east gate?"

"Yes. It's a stray that wandered in from somewhere far away. Some of the healing potions made from its blood will be for our use, and the rest will be sent to the 2nd Princess for her field agents. Then the 2nd Princess will look favorably upon us, provide more support, and you'll be able to keep your position..."

"Professor!"

Just then, Professor Orendi, who taught Magic Response, appeared out of thin air and landed beside me.

"I've completed the magical construction in the underground laboratory by the north gate."

"You did it properly?"

"Of course. It can easily contain a rampaging troll."

"Well done."

The plan is to confine this captured troll in the unused underground laboratory by the north gate.

Orendi has already cast various spells there on my instructions, and the troll will be locked up there to donate blood regularly.

I could even include that as a practical component of the curriculum.

Monster hunting always yields valuable by-products, and troll blood is particularly precious, so learning how to handle it would certainly be beneficial.

"Keep moving! Clear the way up front!"

After safely leading the security team and placing the troll in the underground laboratory, I called for Professor Ismera.

"Gasp?!"

Professor Ismera inhaled sharply in shock when she saw the still unconscious troll.

"What... what is that?!"

"It's a troll."

"I know it's a troll, but why is it in the academy?!"

"I caught it. To make healing potions. You're well aware of the efficacy of troll blood, Professor. So..."

After I explained my plan for utilizing the troll, Professor Ismera shook her head vigorously in disgust.

"We can't do something like that!"

Normally she would laugh softly and beat around the bush, but my plan must have been quite shocking to her.

"There's no problem, Professor Ismera. It benefits many people. Except the troll. But trolls aren't human, are they?"

"But it's still alive..."

She's a vegetarian with humanitarian and conservationist tendencies on top of that.

"Anyway, there's a manufacturing course in the Theory Department, right? Include this as practical training. The Combat Department will support controlling the troll."

"What does the Principal think?"

Knowing it was pointless to argue with me further, Ismera turned to Kirrin.

"Dian caught it, so let's do as Dian says."

Speechless, Ismera looked at me questioningly, and I simply shrugged, which made her fume.

"Do as you please. But if problems arise, you two will be responsible."

"Fair enough. So Professor Ismera agrees?"

"I don't agree, but since the Principal and the Head Combat Professor insist, I have no choice but to comply. I'll make that clear."

"Please do."

That damn elf...

# # # # #

Everything else continued as usual.

Hindrasta has been adapting well without causing any trouble since that time I taught those senior class troublemakers a lesson.

She can't return to her original body, and if she tries to run away, Linus would chase her down, so lying low is her best option.

Of course, Linus won't actually come—he's busy taking care of his child.

I received another letter from him a few days ago. It was an invitation.

Now that outsiders can enter his home, he asked me to let him know when I could visit soon.

This weekend seemed appropriate, so I replied accordingly.

I instructed Olicia to look into suitable gifts for a household with a newborn when she goes into town.

I'd like to choose them myself, but I'm too busy to go into town.

I wonder if he invited Rormane too. As the Secretary General of the Order, she probably can't spare the time.

I hope Rormane doesn't come. For various reasons...

Rormane is really...

Recalling memories related to her, I shuddered and quickly shook them off.

I should patrol the academy. If I sit still, I'll keep thinking about it.

I grabbed a practice wooden sword and left the faculty building to walk around the campus.

"Hello, Professor..."

Students who encountered me greeted me in timid voices and cautiously stepped aside.

That's strange. They used to crowd around me noisily, but why are they acting like this today?

"Eek?!"

Another student even ran away as if they'd seen something disgusting. The atmosphere feels odd.

"You there! Come here!"

I pointed at a student who made eye contact with me and then looked away.

"Come quickly, quickly."

"I didn't do anything..."

"Avoiding my eyes was your mistake."

When the student came closer, I rested the practice sword on my shoulder and asked:

"What's going on these days? Why is everyone avoiding me?"

"Nothing's happening..."

"You little... Won't tell me straight?"

"Really, nothing's happening!"

The student ran away with a shriek. Something must be going on.

Maybe I should ask Knightley, who's also a student.

I don't even bother with Hindrasta.

Unlike Knightley, she's extremely hostile toward me and would pretend not to know even if she did.

I should go find Knightley.

# # # # #

Meanwhile, Knightley was surrounded by her followers.

"Knightley. You've heard it too, right? 'That rumor.'"

"That rumor" referred to the hottest gossip among academy students—the "Dian-Knightley scandal."

Supposedly, the young, capable, handsome, and witty Head Professor was having an inappropriate relationship with the top student of noble lineage and beauty.

Who wouldn't be drawn into such gossip?

Yet surprisingly, the academy hasn't been turned upside down by this rumor.

That's because most students spreading and consuming the rumor are doing so secretly, passing it along discreetly.

Professor Dian, as Head Combat Professor, had always been surrounded by rumors—that he was a secret prince, a nobleman hiding his power—making him someone difficult to cross.

And Knightley, with her cold personality and status as the daughter of the grand noble Toulouse family, was someone ordinary students wouldn't even dare approach.

For these reasons, only followers who mistakenly believed they were close to Knightley had the courage to mention it to her.

"What rumor?"

Knightley, who would normally have given them a look and words meaning "fuck off and get lost," responded somewhat gently today.

"Well... that the Head Combat Professor... called you to his office and forcibly did bad things..."

What started as "the two of them went out the east gate of the academy alone" had now evolved into the absurd claim that "she was assaulted in the professor's office."

Hearing this, Knightley snorted.

"That's not even funny. Where did you hear such nonsense?"

"It's causing a huge commotion among students. About you and Professor Dian..."

"That's what you want to believe, isn't it?"

"Huh? What do you mean?"

Knightley looked at her followers with contempt-filled eyes.

"You want to believe that Professor Dian and I have a sordid relationship, don't you? You all dislike me, after all."

"What are you saying, Knightley? That's absolutely not true!"

"Of course it is. I know you talk behind my back. Calling me the girl who ran away from an arranged marriage. Isn't that right?"

The followers shook their heads fearfully under Knightley's intimidating presence.

"How could we...? You're the daughter of the famous Duke Toulouse, and we're just from minor noble families, so how dare we..."

"That's exactly why. You're all bundles of inferiority. The only reason you hang around me is to pick up whatever crumbs might fall, isn't it?"

"Knightley...!"

There was a reason Knightley, who had never shown much reaction before, was responding this way.

It was because they were treating Professor Dian as a bad person who took advantage of a minor.

Although Knightley was an arrogant noble daughter with a bad attitude, she at least didn't engage in two-faced behavior or maliciously disparage others.

And Knightley liked Dian. Setting aside any romantic feelings, she appreciated his straightforward personal tutoring style.

Knightley had always wanted the kind of personal instruction Professor Dian provided.

Those dangerous and bold lessons that would actually help in the field.

When receiving personal tutoring from Professor Dian, Knightley felt the exhilarating sensation of being a real junior member of a special task force.

It was a feeling she could never experience under the restrictive, old-fashioned curriculum of her family or Principal Kirrin's cautious system.

So Knightley someday hoped that Professor Dian...

"Hey, Knightley! I need to ask you something!"

Professor Dian called out to Knightley from across the way.
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During break time, I headed to the garden next to the lecture hall where students usually gathered. Sure enough, Knightley and her followers were there.

"Hey! Knightley! I need to ask you something!"

I called her name and waved. Her followers all scattered, leaving Knightley alone with her arms crossed, waiting for me.

"What is it?"

"What's going on with you all? Students keep avoiding me whenever they see me."

"I wonder?"

Knightley gave me an enigmatic smile and a vague answer.

"If it's about that, shouldn't you be asking the people involved directly? Why come to me?"

"I tried, but they ran away. Besides, you're the student I'm closest to."

At those words, Knightley's smile grew wider.

"Am I the only student you're close with?"

"Well, I don't particularly have any other students I'm close to personally."

Hearing that, Knightley's breathing became slightly irregular.

"So you're saying it's only me?"

"Well, I don't know if that's the right way to put it..."

"It's only me, right?"

"Fine. It's only you. Now tell me if you know what's going on."

After my casual response to her persistent questioning, Knightley's smile stretched from ear to ear.

"Well, there's been some talk. That you and I have... you know... that kind of relationship."

"That kind of relationship?"

"You know what I mean."

A professor and a female student having "that kind of relationship"... I can guess what that means.

"So that's why students are avoiding me? What is this? Some baseless rumor spreading around?"

"Honestly, I don't really know either. It's popping up sporadically from all over the place."

"Is that so? Strange..."

"Who knows? Maybe someone's jealous of my private lessons with you and spread malicious rumors."

"Maybe. But it's something only the professors in our department would know about."

Who could it be...? I should investigate this properly.

"Professor. Are you listening?"

"Huh? Did you say something?"

"Would you like to have a private lesson with me today?"

"Today? Today's not our scheduled day."

"That's true, but we don't have to stick to only scheduled days and content, do we?"

As she said this, Knightley gave me a flirtatious smile.

Having seen Ismera's artificial but extremely beautiful smiles many times, I wasn't particularly moved.

My goodness, she's so young and already acting like this.

"Since things have come to this, why don't we just go for it? If we're going to be accused anyway, why not actually do it?"

Knightley slightly lifted her shirt with her finger and awkwardly licked her lips. What madness.

"Shut up!"

"Ow!"

I gave her a light knock on the head, and Knightley crouched down, clutching her head with both hands.

"Why did you hit me! I'm just telling the truth!"

"Yes, the truth that deserves a smack!"

When I raised my fist, Knightley quickly ran away.

Sigh, maybe I should just send her back to her father.

Anyway, let me check first. I need to find out which lunatic is spreading these ridiculous rumors.

"Felimina!"

I called out to Felimina, who was just finishing her psychological warfare class.

"What is it? Why so urgent?"

"Have you heard any rumors circulating among the students recently?"

"Well, what specifically are you asking about?"

After I explained what I had seen and felt earlier, Felimina adjusted her glasses and said:

"There definitely seems to be something suspicious going on. Would you like me to look into it?"

"I'd appreciate that. I don't know what it is, but if it's disrupting the academic atmosphere, that's a problem."

"I understand. I'll look into it and report back to you before the end of the day."

Felimina swirled her cloak and smoothly blended into the crowd of students.

As a professor of psychological warfare specializing in intimidation, persuasion, manipulation, and brainwashing, she would surely bring back some solid information.

And as promised, Felimina came to my office that afternoon.

"Head Professor, I've found out a few things."

"Tell me."

Felimina shared what she had discovered.

The first person to mention that Dian and Knightley left through the same gate was the special student Sophie.

It's unclear exactly how the rumor spread, but as it did, it became increasingly distorted, and now there are several variations:

1. Professor Dian and a maid are married, but he's having an affair with Knightley.

2. The maid is actually a child born between Dian and Knightley.

3. Dian raped Knightley and is using it as leverage against her.

4. When Knightley was on the Brun Plateau, she wasn't riding a wild horse but riding Dian.

5. The troll that was recently captured at the Academy was beaten and imprisoned because it witnessed Dian and Knightley being intimate in the forest outside the Academy gates.

6. Dian originally has a preference for women with long ears, like Kirrin and Ismera...

"Enough, enough."

I raised my hand to stop Felimina before I became completely dazed from hearing more.

"So the source of the rumor is student Sophie?"

"Yes, but it doesn't seem like there was any malicious intent."

Of course not. There was nothing in Hindrasta's original question that could be misinterpreted.

But that's only from the perspective of an uninformed third party.

What kind of dragon is Hindrasta? A master of chaos wouldn't proceed without some insurance.

She'll probably claim she was just genuinely curious and make all sorts of excuses.

It was clearly intended to ruin my reputation at the Academy.

So three options come to mind:

First, correct the false public opinion.

No matter how baseless, rumors about the Head Combat Professor having an inappropriate relationship with a student are not helpful to the Academy.

Second, use this incident as an opportunity for a lesson on propaganda and information gathering.

During field missions, there are times when one must infiltrate hostile countries to spread rumors, or conversely, determine the truth of rumors and propaganda spreading on our side.

This situation is very similar to such scenarios, so if used well, it could become a valuable educational experience.

Third, give Hindrasta a mental readjustment. She still hasn't come to her senses.

Let's start with the third option, which seems easiest to resolve quickly.

I grabbed the practice wooden sword leaning against my desk and left the office.

# # # # #

On the rooftop of the abandoned Academy building where the troll was imprisoned.

Hindrasta, who had skipped class without permission, was pacing around the rooftop for what must have been the hundredth time.

Professor Dian and Knightley? They did what in the forest outside the Academy gates? Weren't they hunting trolls? The troll was caught by Professor Waver. Honestly, they could have had plenty of time before or after the hunt. Come to think of it, didn't Knightley take a different route during the night infiltration last time? Was that not advanced training but... And when they went to catch the wild horse, Knightley went along too. So she wasn't riding a horse but riding the professor?! Didn't someone say that Knightley ran away here to escape an arranged marriage? And when Knightley's father came here, didn't he seem really close with Professor Dian? So is Professor Dian Knightley's new marriage partner? Is Professor Dian a nobleman? I don't know. But he does seem like one. There's nobody at the Academy that Professor Dian seems wary of. Or is he a secret prince? Anyway, is it true that Knightley and Professor Dian were all over each other in his office? What about the maid who lives with him? What's their relationship? Someone said she's both his daughter and wife... Ah, it's complicated! Sigh... so this is how I lose Professor Dian... I was planning to confess after graduation... What nonsense. As if Professor Dian would ever...

She never thought her genuinely curious question would blow up like this.

Hindrasta had considered going to Dian first to confess everything.

But she gave up. She was too scared.

Dian is a madman.

The man she encountered during the Four-Year War would lose his reason when excited, becoming something like a berserk warrior with whom reasoning was impossible.

So Hindrasta decided to keep quiet rather than confess first.

Surely even Dian couldn't trace back to her that a simple question had escalated this far.

She hoped so, at least...

"Let's have a chat."

Suddenly, a shadow loomed over her.

"D-Dian...?"

Dian was looking down at her with a practice wooden sword resting on his shoulder.

"I was just about to go to class!"

Dian said nothing.

"Really! I'm going now!"

Dian said nothing.

"What? Do you have something to say? Then say it! Don't just stand there posing!"

Dian said nothing.

"Fine, I'm sorry. I put some dessert cafe bills on your tab. I'll pay you back soon."

"What...?"

Ah, damn. Shouldn't have mentioned that.

"Anyway, are we done now? Can I go?"

Dian silently moved to block her escape route.

"What is this, really! What do you want! Why are you scaring me like this!"

Dian said nothing.

After staring at Dian for a moment, Hindrasta finally confessed.

"Fine. It was me. I just asked because I was genuinely curious, but those humans twisted my words around. That's the truth."

Dian said nothing.

"I'm telling you, it's true! Believe me. Even though I caused chaos throughout the war, I'm not crazy enough to do that when you're right next to me."

Dian said nothing.

Hindrasta's voice began to tremble.

"What do you want me to do? I really only asked that one question! I didn't say anything else! My intentions were pure!"

Dian said nothing.

"What do you want me to say? Huh? You just want to beat me up, don't you? Whether I actively incited this or not doesn't matter to you, does it? That's it, isn't it!"

Dian said nothing.

"Why the hell are you doing this to me?!"

"You should have behaved better in the first place."

# # # # #

BOOM!

Startled by the sudden noise, Professor Ismera rushed to the window.

In the distance, on the rooftop of the abandoned building where the troll was imprisoned, the pink-haired special student was jumping down.

"Help me!!"

And following right after her was... Professor Dian?! What's going on?!

But in the blink of an eye, both figures disappeared from view, and Professor Ismera wondered if she had just imagined it all.
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"You bastard! Are you going to stop or not?!"

When Hindrasta leaped off the rooftop, Dian threw himself after him.

"What did I even do wrong?!"

Hindrasta shouted as he landed on the ground, rolled several times, and sprang back to his feet.

"I'll tell you what you did wrong if you come here!"

"Are you insane?!"

Hindrasta ran toward the north gate with all his might, thinking:

He doesn't believe a word I'm saying. He has absolutely no trust in me.

I never thought the chaos I caused during the war would come back to bite me like this.

I need to leave the academy first. If I'm caught, death is the minimum punishment, but if I run, I might survive.

He mentioned earlier that the Hero isn't here, so even if he comes after me immediately, I'll have enough time to escape.

Neither he nor that Dian bastard know tracking magic, so if I go to another kingdom far from here, they'll never find me.

If they had the ability to find me, they wouldn't have spent months chasing me during the war.

"Last chance! If you don't stop now, I'll punish you even if you stop later!"

For a moment, Hindrasta almost stopped at Dian's threatening persuasion, but ultimately ran steadfastly past the north gate and outside.

If I go straight from here, I can enter the city through the eastern corner of the urban area. Once I blend in with the crowds, he'll never find me.

No matter how stupid Dian is, he can't be dumb enough to beat up and drag away a pretty, cute female student where people can see him!

Of course, Dian wasn't that stupid, which is why he caught Hindrasta before she could enter the city.

"Aaaack!"

Hindrasta screamed and stopped abruptly when she saw Dian suddenly teleport in front of her.

She stopped so suddenly that the ground tore up beneath her, the pavement rising like lizard scales with a crunch.

"Help me! The professor is trying to rape a female student! Please help me!"

Hindrasta cried desperately, but no one was there to help her.

Her attempt to escape had backfired—she'd run so far from the north gate to get away from Dian that she was now isolated.

Run? Kneel? Whatever she chose, getting hit by Dian was inevitable.

Terrified, Hindrasta finally lost her reason and made the worst possible choice.

Hindrasta exploded her aura.

As she summoned her aura with full force, veins began to bulge like spider webs across her forearms and neck.

The violently boiling aura flowed through her veins, making her entire body appear as if covered in a luminescent net.

Crack, crack, CRACK!

The pavement and ground beneath her caved in, unable to withstand the weight of her aura, and her pink twin-tails blazed upward like volcanic flames.

[Why won't you believe me?!]

When Hindrasta unleashed dragon roar from her human body, birds in the nearby forest cawed and took flight all at once.

Her body might be that of a weak, polymorphed woman, but inside was a mighty White Dragon.

If she used her full strength, no one could stop her...

THWACK!

"Keeeeek!"

Dian's finger broke through her aura and flicked her forehead.

Staggering from the skull-rattling impact, Hindrasta barely managed to regain her balance.

If she hadn't been surrounded by her aura, she would have immediately passed out...

THWACK!

With the second flick, Hindrasta finally collapsed.

# # # # #

About thirty minutes later, we returned to the academy.

"Waaaaaaaaah!! I'm telling the truth!!"

Hindrasta was making quite a racket crying behind me.

Well, at least I've taught her a lesson.

Now I need to get the muddy atmosphere under control and educate the students about psychological warfare.

"Felimina. Let's work together on something."

"What kind of work?"

Felimina smiled and adjusted her glasses when I visited the professors' office.

"It's about student Sophie. Let's organize this as a practical exercise for the psychological warfare course."

"I think I understand what you mean. Dealing with the spread of rumors, right?"

"Exactly. How did you know?"

"When you do this job long enough, you can read people's intentions just by looking at their eyes."

"I guess I'll have to keep my eyes closed around you from now on."

"I'd still have ways of knowing. Anyway, how do you want to approach this?"

I told Felimina what I had in mind.

She said it was a good idea and made several suggestions as we developed it further.

But Felimina kept asking questions and trying to make eye contact a bit too intensely.

Wondering why she was acting this way, I met her gaze, and suddenly felt something sharp and formless shoot toward me before bouncing off.

Simultaneously, Felimina flinched and backed away slightly. Hmm, she just tried to use a technique on me.

After I blocked her technique, Felimina never made eye contact with me again.

# # # # #

"Professor Ismera. Let's have a quick chat."

When I went to the Head Professor of Theory's office, Ismera recoiled as if I carried some contagious disease and quickly backed away.

"Don't come in!"

"Excuse me?"

"Talk from there!"

Judging by her reaction, Ismera must have heard some of the rumors circulating among the students.

"I'm planning to gather all students in the main hall tomorrow for some education. I thought you should know."

"Tell that to the Principal!"

"Alright. I've made sure to inform you."

Leaving Ismera's office, I went straight to the Principal's office, where Kirrin stood up and greeted me with a smile.

Normally, the reactions of Ismera the elf and Kirrin the dark elf should have been reversed.

"Dian! What brings you here?"

"Principal, I want to gather all students in the main hall tomorrow..."

"Do it."

Kirrin agreed without hesitation.

"Huh? I haven't even explained yet."

"You want to clear up the misunderstandings about this incident, right? I'm all for it."

Kirrin blushed and drooped her ears. She looked quite cute, like a puppy seeking praise.

The next day, as reported to Kirrin, I gathered all students and faculty in the main hall.

I climbed onto the platform and waited for the students' murmuring to die down.

"SILENCE!!"

When the noise showed no sign of subsiding, the orc Brogue let out a battle cry that chilled everyone to the bone.

The terrifying roar made the students clam up with pale faces, and some theory professors nearly collapsed.

"I, the Head Professor of Combat, am disappointed in all of you."

I began slowly once the hall quieted down.

"I never thought you would be this inadequate. It feels like all our tireless efforts have been in vain."

The students, their souls shaken by the battle cry, could only look at each other without saying a word.

"I hear some strange rumors have been circulating lately. I don't need to spell out what they are—you all know."

After looking around at the students, I continued.

"That information was deliberately spread throughout the academy by the Combat Department."

"Gasp...?!"

Someone gasped loudly.

"You all learned about 'instigation' in your psychological warfare class. You there."

"Y-yes, sir...!"

A student in the front row stood up nervously after being singled out.

"What is instigation?"

"It's... encouraging others to engage in certain actions or behaviors, sir...!"

"And what about public opinion manipulation?"

"It's when individuals or groups distort public opinion through fact distortion or false information for personal or group benefit, sir!"

"You know it so well!!"

The students flinched when I shouted.

"So why did future core agents of the Empire fall for such absurd rumors? Not one of you recalled your psychological warfare lessons and expressed even a hint of doubt. I'm disappointed. Were you dragged here against your will?!"

"No, sir!"

"Professor!"

Someone bravely raised their hand.

"I understand everything you've said so far. But many students witnessed you with the first-year class president. How do you explain that? Surely you're not going to claim that was also an act for all this?"

"Of course not. That part is true."

"Kyaaaah! No way!"

A scream came from somewhere in the hall.

"I've been teaching an advanced course to Knightley, the academy's top student. She was the only one who met my very strict criteria, and to avoid appearing to show favoritism, we've kept it secret until now."

"Advanced course? The night infiltration, the wild horses at Brun Plateau, the troll at the academy's east gate—all of that? Do you have any proof?"

"The Combat Department professors here are my witnesses. Professor Waver, Professor Anna, Professor Orendi."

When the professors I named testified that they had participated in all those events, the students began to whisper among themselves.

"Do you understand now? You've all been deceived. All the reforms I've worked so hard to implement since my appointment have been rendered meaningless."

The students began to hang their heads one by one, and amusingly, even Kirrin beside me bowed her head as if in self-criticism.

"But it's not too late."

I struck the floor with the tip of my practice sword.

"The instigator who spread these rumors and threw the academy into chaos is still active. I have a proposal to make."

When all the students looked at me, I paused briefly before continuing.

"Your first-term psychological warfare practical exercise will be to apply what you've learned in class to uncover the truth and find the instigator. Whoever finds them will receive a perfect score for the first-term psychological warfare course. The exam will be waived, of course."

"P-perfect score?!"

"But you must bring definitive evidence. I don't want innocent people accused. The deadline is next week. Considering the academy's size and population, one week should be enough."

Felimina is known for her strict grading, and apparently no one has ever received a perfect score in the psychological warfare course.

Offering a perfect score without even taking the exam for finding the rumor instigator is quite an exceptional reward in this situation.

Sure enough, the students became excited and started talking among themselves, making the hall noisy again.

The root of this commotion is the ambiguous relationship between Knightley and me.

With even the Combat Department professors stepping forward to explain, the rumors have been exposed as completely baseless nonsense.

Therefore, the students will now believe my lie that I deliberately spread rumors for practical training purposes, and with the exceptional reward I've offered, they'll now search for the instigator with burning determination.

Of course, no student will likely identify Hindrasta as the instigator.

Hindrasta has already prepared an escape route in case she gets caught by me, and students who don't know Hindrasta's true nature won't be able to figure it out.

Instead, through the process of searching for the instigator, the students will quickly learn how to deal with situations where rumors cause social chaos. That's enough.

Unlike other combat subjects, I've been wondering how to conduct practical exercises for psychological warfare, and I never expected such a good opportunity to arise.

Now that I've sorted out the situation to some extent, should I prepare to visit Linus's house?

We agreed to go there tomorrow, on the weekend.

But first, I should give her one more knock on the head.

"Why are you hitting me?!"

"Your face annoys me again."

When I gave Hindrasta a flick on the head as she lingered outside the hall, she started crying "Waaah" again.

But wait... she might try to escape again while I'm gone...

Should I just throw her in the troll prison? But magic doesn't work well on dragons...

Maybe I should just take her with me to Linus's house this weekend?
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After thinking for a moment, I headed straight to the administration office.

"I'd like to see tomorrow's outing list."

Looking at the list provided by the office manager, I spotted "Sophie" on it.

"Please remove her. We've arranged for separate supplementary lessons."

"Understood."

After confirming that the office manager had crossed out Sophie's name, I left the administration office.

No matter how I thought about it, I needed to keep Hindrasta with me during the weekend.

Hindrasta is an extremely important student at our academy right now.

As the first batch of Kirrin's ambitious external special talent recruitment program, she carries tremendous symbolic value.

If someone like Hindrasta were to escape from the academy, what would happen?

The academy's reputation would plummet, and Kirrin would fall into complete despair.

After all, the special talent recruitment program only has meaning if Hindrasta graduates with excellent grades early next year and enters a good position.

For that to happen, I need to prevent that troublemaking dragon from running away, but simply coddling her would obviously lead to more ridiculous disruptions like this time.

I do have a perfect solution for this, but since I can't implement it immediately, I'll have to keep an eye on her for now.

"Head Professor!"

I turned around to see who was calling me and found the Combat Department professors approaching.

"Are you alright?"

Lina, who always treated me with kindness and gentleness, softly took my arm and asked.

"You were misunderstood by the students as someone with questionable character. I hope this incident has cleared up that misunderstanding..."

"Well, most of them probably understand now. Those who don't will just have to deal with it. Anyway, if this incident helps improve the students' abilities, then that's good enough."

"Ah, as expected of the Head Professor... You're truly admirable..."

Lina's eyes sparkled, apparently deeply moved by my words.

"Anyway... I'm glad it was all part of your plan. I was worried for nothing."

"What kind of person did you take me for?"

I laughed and patted Morton's shoulder, then Orendi chimed in.

"You seem casual about everything, but you always have everything perfectly prepared!"

"Brogue likes that about Dian!"

As Brogue pounded his chest loudly, Anna covered her ears in horror.

"So that special talent student Sophie was actually your planted instigator?"

"Something like that. After all, a special talent student can't be treated exactly the same as regular students."

"You're truly amazing."

Lina looked up at me with sparkling eyes again.

"You managed to provide practical training for both the special talent student and the regular students simultaneously."

"Wipe your drool, Infiltration Professor!"

When Kazadar laughed heartily, Lina hurriedly wiped her mouth with her sleeve. Of course, she hadn't actually drooled.

Meanwhile, Geneve and Morton stood silently in the back without any particular reaction.

They're usually quiet, but today's silence had a different quality to it.

They must be suspicious of me. Given my track record, it's only natural they would be. The professors here aren't fools.

I know that even Lina, who's now holding my arm tightly, along with the eternally positive Orendi and Waver, had initially made considerable efforts to investigate my background.

However, when nothing turned up, they quickly gave up, true to their easygoing personalities. As for Kazadar and Brogue, well, they're just the type to let things be.

But the others are different.

Morton, known for his tenacity and formerly of the Long-Range Patrol Corps, is using his active-duty connections to find people who know me, and Geneve is also quietly making moves.

Most of the professors either were or still are suspicious of me, but they don't show it openly because I'm the Head Professor who controls their mid-term personnel evaluations.

Plus, I revitalized the Combat Department immediately after my appointment and secured an enormous budget.

Only Pelemia has been quite blatant about trying to use her abilities on me.

Yesterday, when we were in her office planning how to reframe this situation as a practical exercise...

Pelemia kept talking to me and making eye contact, activating her interrogation ability.

It was a technique to make me unconsciously reveal the truth, but that doesn't work on me.

When her ability was blocked, she was extremely flustered and has been quiet since, but that probably made her even more suspicious of me.

If she could extract secrets from those troublesome demon corps commanders, how could a mere human resist?

This is getting uncomfortable. Next time I go to the Imperial Castle, I should ask the Princess about it.

Either provide me with a cover identity that can clearly maintain security, or just let me tell everyone everything.

But honestly, I understand the Imperial Castle's position too.

I'm not trying to brag, but if my background were fully disclosed, it might be difficult to live normally.

Well, we can figure that out later when we talk.

For now, let's head home. I need to prepare for tomorrow.

But why has she been like that this whole time?

Anna is hunched over in the corner with her head down, saying nothing, like a complete loner.

She's gloomy as usual, so I guess there's no major issue.

# # # # #

Around sunset, as I was walking through the faculty area, I heard footsteps behind me.

"Do you have something to say?"

"Eek!"

I turned around to find Anna, the combat riding professor, anxiously looking around.

"How did you know...?"

"My ears aren't so deaf that I can't hear riding boots."

"Ah..."

Anna looked down at her feet and began crossing her legs as if trying to hide her boots.

"If you have something to say, say it."

"How did you know I had something to say...?"

"Your quarters aren't here, they're over in the dormitory."

"Ah, yes..."

Anna continued crossing her legs hesitantly while her lips quivered.

"Head Professor..."

Seeming to consider her next words, Anna scratched her head for a while before speaking.

"Um... the stables... no, I should thank you first... no, I should apologize first..."

Confused by her own words, Anna shook her head vigorously and cleared her throat loudly.

Then, as if making a major decision, she took a deep breath and began.

"I'm sorry... I misunderstood you..."

"Misunderstood? You don't mean Knightley—"

"Even though I knew you weren't that kind of person... and I knew you were conducting advanced training sessions... hearing rumors from everywhere made me doubt unnecessarily..."

Anna interrupted me to continue her own thoughts.

"Is that so? Well... you're free to think whatever you want internally..."

"But still, having bad thoughts about you was wrong..."

With that, Anna bowed deeply and straightened up. Her large chest bounced heavily.

This is a bit awkward. Until now, Anna hadn't shown any particular signs, and I thought she was only interested in horses.

"And thank you for restocking the stables..."

"Well, I did it for everyone's benefit..."

"When the Principal reduced our practical training... I could barely keep the existing ones... Ah, by 'ones' I mean the horses..."

Anna continued speaking before I could respond.

"I was sad that students couldn't properly learn horseback riding... and sad that I couldn't provide the best environment for my babies..."

"There were complicated circumstances—"

"Of course, I don't mean to blame the Principal..."

Interrupting me again, Anna gave a gloomy smile.

"The Principal must have had his reasons... I heard that the Principal doesn't get along with someone high up in the Imperial Castle... I thought it might be related to that... Though it's not something someone like me should know or can know..."

"Actually, that's correct—"

"But everything changed when you came, Head Professor..."

Twirling her messy hair with her finger, Anna continued.

"The Combat Department was normalized... you brought in many bright students... and you even created a shopping district in our barren academy..."

"I didn't do it alone, you and the Principal—"

"Thank you again... for saving the combat riding course and the Combat Department... And I'm sorry for misunderstanding you..."

Anna bowed deeply again, her chest bouncing.

"I'll work hard too... I'll do my best to ensure our graduates achieve the best results..."

"If you just continue as you have been—"

"Well, get some rest... I apologize for bothering you after work hours..."

With those final words, Anna turned and ran toward the single faculty dormitory.

What's with her? She just dumped all her thoughts and ran away. Cute, though...

# # # # #

The next day, I left home in the Head Professor's private carriage, seeing Olicia off as she stayed behind.

She had wanted to come along, but since she was staying, she said she'd do a thorough cleaning, which I agreed to.

Leaving the faculty area and heading toward the main gate, I found it bustling with students going out for their weekend leave.

Let's see. Where might she be?

"What do you mean?! What are you saying?! I definitely applied for this!!"

Looking toward the shouting, I saw pink-haired Hindrasta arguing with an administration staff member at the school gate.

"Complaining won't help. Your name isn't on the list."

"That can't be right! I definitely put it in when we compiled everything on Wednesday! Isn't there some mistake?! This is absurd!"

Since I had asked the office manager to remove her from the outing list, Hindrasta was now being prevented from leaving through the main gate and was in despair.

I stopped my carriage and calmly asked, "What's wrong? What's happening?"

"Eek!"

Seeing me, Hindrasta recoiled in horror and stepped back.

"You're holding up other students. What's the problem?"

"She's not on the outing list but keeps insisting on going out, sir."

After hearing the staff member's answer, I turned to Hindrasta.

"Are you sure? Did you really apply?"

"Yes, I did... Other students saw me do it too..."

As Hindrasta finally began to shed tears, nearby students confirmed that she was telling the truth.

Pretending to consider the situation, I said to the staff member, "There seems to have been an omission somewhere. It's awkward to add her back to the list now, so how about I personally escort her out? Would that be acceptable?"

"Well... if the Head Professor says so..."

"Good. Sophie, get in the carriage."

When I pointed to the carriage, Hindrasta looked at me with eyes full of suspicion.

"Get in. I was heading into town anyway. I'll drop you off there."

"Really...?"

"Either get in or stay stuck at the academy."

"I'll get in!"

As Hindrasta quickly climbed into the carriage, I smiled and set off.

About an hour later.

Hindrasta looked around nervously and asked in a terrified voice, "Where... are we going...?"
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"You'll see when we get there."

At my words, Hindrasta's face turned pale.

"Where are you taking me?!"

"You'll know when we get there. Don't worry, it's not a strange place."

"Y-you're trying to sell me to the Imperial Castle..."

"Would I get even a single gold coin by selling you? Just stay put."

"I'm such a fool for trusting you..."

Hindrasta started shedding tiny tears again.

She really has a lot of tears. Always crying at the slightest thing.

After traveling along the road circling the outskirts of the city and continuing for quite some time, a vast expanse of farmland stretched out before us, with the horizon visible in the distance.

This was the famous Kalvasar Plain.

A great plain starting from near the capital Kalvasar and extending to a size that could fit an entire modest kingdom. The crops grown here could feed all the Empire's subjects, and it's considered one of the key factors in the Empire's rapid domination of the continent.

Scattered throughout the farmland were deep pits—all traces of fierce battles during the Four-Year War.

Back then, the Demon King's army attempted a large-scale mobile operation on this plain to capture the Imperial capital, but ultimately failed.

They couldn't penetrate the barrage from mages gathered from across the continent because the terrain made concealment impossible.

By that time, the Demon King's forces had already been significantly weakened by Linus and me causing trouble everywhere. After their defeat at the Battle of Kalvasar, their momentum was greatly diminished. They eventually switched to a defensive posture, and with the establishment of the Demon King Assassination Task Force, they began their path to downfall.

But this area is all fields and orchards—Linus lives in a place like this?

I took the letter from my pocket to check the address again, and it definitely matched this area, but...

Since it's not an urban area and everything is wide open, I should be able to see it if we keep going.

Still, this place is really nice.

The sky is clear, a refreshing spring breeze is blowing, nothing blocks the view, and the farmers look lively.

"Why are you taking me to such a remote place...? Did you receive secret orders from the Imperial Castle to get rid of me? Huh? Is that it? That's it, isn't it?"

Hindrasta was still rambling in terror.

If this place had been far from the capital, I might have settled here instead of Brunswell ten years ago.

But then Olicia would have gone berserk.

Brunswell was at least nominally a port city that served some minimal urban functions, but there's literally nothing here.

As we continued on, even Hindrasta's muttering eventually stopped.

"I think that's it over there."

I pointed ahead, and Hindrasta jerked her head up.

A castle? Palace? No, a mansion stood prominently before us.

Viewed from a distance, the mansion looked like a painting.

It was built with meticulously carved stone, with warm ivory-colored exterior walls that sparkled in the sunlight.

The centrally located main building featured a classical design with large arched windows, elegant columns, and a red-tiled roof forming a balanced silhouette with several chimneys.

In front of the mansion stretched a well-maintained garden, and even from a distance, the intricate landscaping and colorful variety of flowers were visible.

A stone-paved path ran straight through to the mansion's entrance.

On either side of the main building were annexes built in a style harmonizing with the main structure, giving the entire mansion an impressive symmetrical and balanced appearance.

Against the backdrop of the Kalvasar Plain stretching into the distance, the mansion's size and beauty stood out even more.

"Y-you, you...!"

Seeing it, Hindrasta broke into a cold sweat and started making strange noises again.

"You're offering me to some noble, aren't you? You're trading a pretty, cute girl for something! Or if not that, then some pervert who has a thing for polymorphed dragons... Ow!"

I flicked her forehead, and she stopped talking and clutched her head.

As we approached the mansion, I could see someone riding a horse coming toward us.

"Are you Master Dian? We've been waiting for you. Please follow me."

So it really was Linus's house.

That bastard Linus... he's living extremely well, isn't he?

We followed the servant and arrived at the entrance of the mansion.

The entrance itself was like a magnificent, elaborate sculpture. The large iron gate was adorned with intricate patterns and decorations, with a coat of arms engraved above it—a straightforward design of clenched forearms crossing each other.

"From here, we'll proceed on foot. Please leave your carriage and luggage to us."

As we got out of the carriage, the gate opened smoothly, and Hindrasta gasped at the scene revealed between them.

The beautiful garden landscape unfolded before our eyes.

Well-manicured lawns spread out in lush green, with stone-paved walkways branching in several directions. Along the walkways bloomed flowers of various colors, their fragrance tickling our noses as it carried on the breeze.

At the center of the garden stood a large fountain. Clear streams of water shot high into the air, sparkling in the sunlight, and the refreshing sound of falling water echoed throughout the garden. Benches were placed around the fountain, providing spaces to sit and rest.

Trees were planted throughout the garden, each with branches spreading wide to provide shade. Between the trees stood various statues, each crafted with exquisite skill that captivated the eye.

On one side of the garden was a small, charming pond with water lilies and lotus flowers blooming around its edges. Looking into the pond, I could see fish swimming, and dragonflies flying above added to the pond's serene atmosphere.

Mesmerized by the sight, Hindrasta murmured, "Who on earth lives here...?"

"Dian!"

Just then, someone called my name from across the way.

A woman leaning on a cane stood at the mansion's entrance, looking at me.

Dull brown hair, a freckled face with a gentle expression, and a prosthetic left foot visible beneath her skirt.

It was Celine, the hunter and my former comrade.

"Dian! Is that really you?!"

"Celine!"

"My goodness, Dian! It really is you!"

Celine limped precariously across the garden toward me, using her cane.

"Stay there. I'll come to you."

I ran over to her so she wouldn't strain herself, and she grabbed my hand warmly with hers.

"Dian! I've missed you so much! How is it that you haven't changed at all!"

"That's because I've done nothing but loaf around for ten years. But are you sure you should be out like this?"

"Mmm, it's fine. I've fully recovered now. Ah, Dian. It's so wonderful to see you again. But..."

Celine looked at Hindrasta, who was standing blankly behind me.

"Who is this person?"

"Oh, she's a special student from our academy. I didn't want to leave her alone for the weekend, so I brought her along. Her name is Sophie."

"Welcome, Miss Sophie."

"Hello."

Overwhelmed by the imposing grandeur of the mansion, Hindrasta responded with uncharacteristic politeness.

"Pink hair and pink eyes—what a rare and pretty combination. Anyway, come inside, you two. We shouldn't just stand out here."

Celine led the way to the mansion, leaning on her cane with vigor.

"Who is she...?" Hindrasta asked quietly as she walked beside me.

"My friend."

"Why is she missing a leg?"

Her gaze turned to Celine's prosthetic leg visible beneath her fluttering skirt.

Celine lost her left leg below the knee in the battle at the Demon King's castle.

Even with my knowledge of the future, I couldn't prevent it.

The original story didn't describe such details anyway.

It was fortunate enough that prompt emergency treatment saved her from death.

"But she was talking like you parted ways ten years ago... Ten years ago would be right when the war ended, right?"

"That's right."

"If she's your friend from the war time..."

Hindrasta, who was about to say something more, closed her mouth and stopped walking.

"Dian. You've come."

Linus stood smiling at the mansion's entrance, holding a baby wrapped in swaddling clothes.

"You must be tired from your long journey. Please come in."

"I had no idea you were living in such a nice place."

"The Imperial Castle has been very supportive."

"But why live in the middle of farmland instead of in the city?"

"This whole area is my domain."

"What...?"

For a moment, I doubted my ears.

The Kalvasar Plain, known as the most fertile land on the continent. And the prime location right next to the capital is Linus's domain?

"Wasn't the promised domain somewhere else originally?"

"That's correct. This place was bestowed upon me a few years ago when the 2nd Princess reorganized part of her direct territory to honor my years of service."

"The 2nd Princess? She's really generous."

Yes, this makes sense.

It would be absurd for the Hero who killed the Demon King to be exiled or betrayed.

"Who's that beside you? It doesn't seem to be that maid from before."

"Urgh..."

I turned at the strange sound to find Hindrasta standing rigidly, trembling as if having a seizure.

"Are you all right? You don't look well," Celine asked, but Hindrasta couldn't even answer and looked like she might collapse at any moment.

Drip, drip, drip—

"Oh my!"

Looking down—oh dear. Hindrasta was wetting herself.

Seeing this, Linus smiled gently as if understanding everything.

"It's been a while, Hindrasta."
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When Linus greeted her, Hindrasta rolled her eyes back and collapsed on the spot.

Fortunately, someone caught her in time, otherwise she would have been rolling in her own urine.

"Sorry, Linus. I brought her without telling you first. Things got a bit complicated after I sent you that letter."

"It's fine. Let's move that dragon first. I'll call the maids."

At Linus's direction, maids rushed over, lifted Hindrasta, and carried her into the mansion.

Watching this with concern, Celine asked, "Is she that dragon? The White Dragon you two chased away?"

"That's right. Somehow she ended up at our academy. But Linus, how did you recognize her?"

"Who else would be a girl I've never met before who trembles at the sight of me and wets herself other than polymorphed Hindrasta?"

When I think about it, that makes perfect sense.

"Let's go inside. We have a lot to talk about."

"Can we see the baby first?"

As Celine pushed my back, I climbed the stairs and approached Linus.

Linus smiled and showed me the baby in his arms.

The baby had golden hair and large, clear blue eyes. Those eyes, reminiscent of the sky, were clear and transparent, looking around with curious gazes. Soft down covered the small face, and the pink cheeks showed healthy vitality. A pure, baby-like smile spread between slightly parted lips. The small, delicate hands were lightly clenched as if trying to grab something, with clean, transparent fingertips. The baby's appearance was purity itself, with a beauty that naturally made observers smile.

Overall, the baby's features were the spitting image of Linus, while the smile and demeanor were exactly like Celine's.

"You said it's a boy? His name is Lumien?"

"Yes. Look at this, Dian."

Linus took a well-dried walnut from his pocket and placed it in the baby's hand.

Then the baby crushed the walnut with a crunch!

"W-what?"

"We only found out recently ourselves. After he kicked and shattered the crib railing at night."

"Wow, this is something. He's already showing signs of becoming a Hero."

We laughed as we entered the mansion.

"Whoa."

I couldn't help but gape when I saw the interior of the mansion.

This isn't a house—it's a genuine palace!

The entrance hall featured an impressive high, arched ceiling with a magnificent chandelier hanging from its center. The chandelier's numerous crystals reflected light, creating beautiful patterns on the walls and floor. The walls were adorned with intricate gold leaf decorations and delicate carvings, making it look like part of an actual palace.

The floor was finished with luxurious marble, covered with an intricately patterned rug. This rug absorbed footsteps softly, providing a pleasant sensation with each step.

Various artworks were displayed on both sides of the hall. One wall featured paintings by famous artists, while the other displayed antique furniture and artifacts. In one corner, there was even a small museum-like space exhibiting ancient armor and weapons.

"Hey, Linus. Have you gotten a taste for money and changed? This seems too extravagant."

"Actually, I didn't want to live this lavishly, but the 2nd Princess was so insistent that I couldn't refuse."

According to Linus, he had originally planned to build a small, modest house, but the 2nd Princess insisted that the Hero who saved the continent shouldn't live in such a place and had this magnificent mansion built for him almost by force.

"She was probably conscious of public perception. If they don't treat the person who killed the Demon King this way, who would volunteer if something similar happened again?"

"You're right, Dian. And there are other reasons too."

The other reason Linus mentioned was the 2nd Princess's political scheme to keep him under her control.

The 2nd Princess, who had amassed tremendous political power as a post-war authority figure and monopolized key positions in the Imperial Castle despite being a concubine's child, went so far as to bring Linus the Hero under her command.

I later heard that during the time the Princess was seizing power, there were numerous suspicious deaths.

Some department head vomited blood while drinking, a certain legion commander was stabbed by his subordinate, and some minister suddenly clutched his chest and collapsed on his way to work...

What they all had in common was that they were all established powers who stood in opposition to the post-war authorities led by the 2nd Princess.

They had previously controlled everything in the Empire but had become relatively weakened after failing to achieve significant results during the Four-Year War.

The circumstances clearly pointed to assassinations carried out by the 2nd Princess's faction, but the problem was that no evidence could be found no matter how hard anyone looked.

As a result, there was a widespread belief in the Imperial Castle that anyone who opposed the 2nd Princess would die without a trace, and after these indiscriminate assassinations, she was able to secure the highest position of Security Director.

I had wondered how a concubine's child, who could potentially become a seed of rebellion, became Security Director, but after hearing that story, my questions were finally answered.

From the perspective of this ruthless and capable Princess with weak legitimacy due to her birth, she absolutely needed to control Linus.

That's why she tried to install him as the Principal of the academy under her control.

And fearing that Linus might align with other factions, she's been lavishing everything on him.

From the 10-year paid parental leave she gave him before, to granting him the direct territory near the capital that everyone covets, to building this magnificent mansion.

Anyway, that side of things is just too complicated. My decision to leave the Imperial Bridge ten years ago was definitely the right one.

Sitting in the reception room, which was as splendid as the hall, I looked around and asked, "By the way, where are the medals we received back then? Don't you have them on display somewhere?"

"What's the point of hanging those in my house?"

"But you could show them to guests, couldn't you?"

"I didn't walk that path to show off to others."

"Is that so? I was hoping we could take them out and reminisce about old times."

"For that purpose, I welcome it."

Linus then spoke to the servant who was bringing in tea, "You know the paper box I keep in the back of the storage room? Please bring that."

Typical of Linus to stash medals that others would struggle to earn even one of in their lifetime in a storage room.

"By the way, Dian. What's going on with Hindrasta? Judging by her uniform, is she a student at your academy?"

"Yes. Did you hear about the special talent selection?"

"I did. It caused quite a stir outside as well."

"She applied then. She wasn't trying to become a special talent student, but there was someone among the applicants who needed protection. Apparently, she joined the Reblanc Mercenary Corps after the war."

I explained Hindrasta's situation to Linus.

She had initially joined the war because she thought causing chaos would be fun, then after getting thoroughly beaten by us, she fled, only to be restricted to human form by the dragon elders and expelled. To make a living, she turned to mercenary work.

"Joining the war simply to make the situation more chaotic—truly a malicious dragon. But regardless, her recent circumstances are quite pitiful."

Linus nodded slowly.

"So, has Hindrasta agreed to continue studying at the academy?"

"It's not an agreement—I'm just forcing her to stay. I want to raise the level of academy graduates."

"I understand. From the Imperial Castle's perspective, having a polymorphed dragon become an agent would be beneficial. But if you forced her, couldn't she escape someday? That would be worse than not keeping her at all."

"That's why I used your name."

Linus looked at me for a moment, then understood my meaning and laughed softly.

"So you told her that if she runs away, you and I would settle things with her once and for all."

"There's no other way to restrain that dragon, is there? So when she wakes up, I need you to intimidate her a bit."

"Understood. Don't worry about that."

"So Dian, how have you been living all this time?" Celine asked when our conversation ended.

"I wanted to invite you to our wedding above all others and searched everywhere, but ultimately failed. Linus said you were in Brunswell."

"Nothing special. Just lived leisurely on the reward money. Oh, right. There's something I've been wondering... Rormane isn't coming today, is she?"

I lowered my voice in case anyone might hear.

"Rormane? No, she's not coming. When I asked her before, she said she had something important to do today and couldn't make it."

"Phew, that's a relief."

"You still haven't forgotten about that incident?"

I let out a hollow laugh at Celine's question.

"Could you forget something like that after just ten years?"

"I suppose not... Anyway, tell us about your life. I was shocked when I heard you were the one who single-handedly took down a gang syndicate in Brunswell."

"Alright, I'll tell you."

I shook off the memories of Rormane and began my story.

It was about everything that had happened since that night of the Imperial welcome party when I crossed the bridge and fled to Brunswell, up until today.

# # # # #

"You really have been living a carefree, comfortable life, haven't you?"

Celine exclaimed when I finished my story.

"I wish our Linus could have done the same. He's had a hard time in the Imperial Castle these past ten years."

Celine placed her hand on Linus's with a sympathetic expression.

"That's the fate of a Hero. I could leave because I was nobody."

"Don't say such things about yourself, Dian," Linus calmly objected to my words.

"Without you, Celine and I wouldn't be here. We probably wouldn't have made it out of the Demon King's castle alive."

"But it's true. As I've always said, you're the real protagonist of this world. Even now."

"What exactly do you mean by 'this world'... Ah, thank you."

Just then, the servant who had gone to the storage room appeared with an old paper box.

Linus casually turned the box upside down and dumped its contents onto the table.

A pile of medals in various colors and shapes filled the table, gleaming brightly.

After setting the empty box on the floor, Linus reached out and began sorting through the medals.

"These are the ones we received after the war ended..."

The medals flew into the box with soft thuds, like a fishmonger sorting small fish at a market.

"Here, these are the ones I received then, and these are your medals that you left in my bag when you left. I've kept them all this time."

Linus gathered about forty medals in the center of the table.

"This is the first medal we ever received."

From among them, Linus held up one medal.

It was a Third-Class Merit Medal that we received after capturing enemy prisoners during the defense of Camel Pass—our very first medal.

"Ah, that one. That was really fun."

The memories of that time come flooding back.

# # # # #

"Finally found you."

Linus, who was sitting alone in a corner of the trench eating a potato, looked up.

A soldier with shaggy brown hair was smiling down at him.

"Are you that country boy Linus?"

"I am. Do you need something from me?"

"Potatoes taste better when dipped in salt."

The soldier sat down next to Linus and held out a small pouch. It was filled with salt.

"Where did you get this? I don't recall salt being included in today's rations."

"From the platoon leader's personal box. Don't worry. It was supposed to be distributed to the soldiers, but that bastard stole it and hid it."

"But this is theft."

"Isn't stealing supplies theft too? This isn't theft—it's redistribution."

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

"Nice to meet you. I'm Dian. A new recruit like you."

Dian extended his hand to Linus.

"Let's get along well, fellow recruit."
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Linus's 8th Legion of the Imperial Army had recently landed at the southern tip of the small kingdom of Aboka.

The small kingdom of Aboka was a peninsula nation shaped like a boot stretching out into the sea.

Separated from the imperial capital Kalvasar by just a narrow sea, it had historically been a close ally with frequent exchanges.

The Demon King's army had invaded this Kingdom of Aboka, and the kingdom's forces were struggling, continuously retreating southward.

They had now reached a point where there was nowhere left to retreat except into the sea.

In response, the Empire had moved the entire 8th Legion behind Aboka's royal army under the pretext of aiding a vassal state.

If Aboka fell, it would be possible to advance directly to Kalvasar by ship, so they had to prevent the kingdom's collapse by any means necessary.

After landing and joining forces with Aboka's royal army, the 8th Legion advanced northward with momentum but was halted by fierce resistance from the Demon King's army at Camel Pass, about one-third of the way up the peninsula.

With magic and all manner of projectile weapons flying between them, both sides dug trenches at the front line and entered into a tedious standoff.

The legion command was racking their brains trying to determine which legion of the Demon King's army they were currently facing.

They needed to know who they were fighting to estimate the enemy's strength and respond accordingly.

But for now, there was no way to know how many troops were waiting behind those cursed trench lines.

Moreover, if these were the elite 9th Legion of the Demon King's army that had disappeared from the border region of Aboka Kingdom, pushing further would be suicide.

Unable to advance or retreat in this stalemate, Linus and Dian met in the frontline trench.

# # # # #

"I'm Linus."

Linus shook the hand Dian had extended.

"You enlisted a month ago, right? I joined around the same time. Let's get along as fellow recruits."

In truth, Dian had enlisted just a week ago when the 8th Legion was forming its landing force, making him technically Linus's junior.

However, in a situation where soldiers rarely survived more than half a day in combat, distinguishing seniority among new recruits of the same rank was meaningless.

"So, *munch munch*, where are you from?" Dian asked as they sat side by side eating potatoes.

"You probably wouldn't know it even if I told you. Just know that I'm from a small estate in a minor kingdom at the edge of the Empire."

"From an estate? Are you a noble then?"

"I was the child of a serf."

"Then shouldn't you be in the noble army? Why are you in the imperial forces?"

"Our lord is a good person but incompetent in everything else. I didn't want to follow him to the battlefield and die meaninglessly. So I volunteered for the imperial army."

Dian tilted his head in confusion.

"That's strange. If you didn't want to die, you could have just run away. Isn't it the same here as in the noble army?"

"I couldn't do that. I couldn't just stand by and watch the continent fall into chaos because of the vile Demon King's army."

"So you really are Linus. I found the right person."

When Dian muttered these incomprehensible words, Linus gave him a suspicious look.

"What do you mean?"

"Nothing. Good. Then I'll help you."

"Help me with what?"

Just then, they heard a strange sound.

Whiiiiiiirrrrr—

"Magic attack!"

Dian and Linus threw themselves onto the trench floor just as a tremendous boom shook the entire trench, showering them with dirt.

Whiiiiirrrrr—BOOM—Whiiiiirrrrr—CRASH—

"Damn those horn-freaks, seriously."

Dian cursed as he looked regretfully at the salt spilled on the ground, now too dirty to eat. Linus's potato had also rolled away and was covered in dirt.

After the enemy's sporadic magical attacks ceased, Dian and Linus got up and dusted themselves off.

"What a mess, what a mess."

Dian clicked his tongue as he saw pieces of soldiers who had been unlucky enough to be hit by the magic scattered everywhere.

"Hey, Linus. You said you didn't want to die meaninglessly, right? If you're going to live, wouldn't you want to survive until the end and put an end to this unjust situation?"

"Y-yes..."

Linus stammered, his mind dazed by the horrific sight of scattered body parts.

"Good. Let's move together. Let's get out of this hellish trench and make our way to the Demon King's castle. Follow me."

"Where are we going?"

"You'll see if you follow me."

# # # # #

"What insolent bastards! How dare you come here!"

At the battalion command post behind the trenches.

The battalion staff officer was shouting at two soldiers who had suddenly barged in.

"We have a proposal for the battalion commander."

"Where are your squad leader and company commander?!"

"We told them, but they all ignored us, so we came here."

Dian remained confident despite the staff officer's fierce rebuke, while Linus stood behind him, looking somewhat tense.

"What's going on out there?"

Just then, the battalion commander's voice came from inside the command post.

"I apologize, Commander. Two soldiers suddenly came saying they have a proposal. It's probably nothing important, just requesting a rear evacuation for some minor injury or something..."

"Commander! We will capture an enemy prisoner for you!"

"Shut up, you fool!"

"Let them in."

The staff officer, who had been yelling, had no choice but to let them into the command post at the commander's order.

"Hmm."

Inside the command post, the battalion commander carefully examined Dian and Linus's faces and asked:

"You say you'll capture a prisoner? Why?"

"The reason we can neither advance nor retreat right now is because we don't know which unit those enemies belong to, isn't that right?"

"That's correct."

"Then if we capture a prisoner and interrogate them, we can find out, can't we?"

"That's also true. But how?"

"First, please give us permission. Then I'll explain."

The staff officers were shocked at such a bold statement from a mere private to the battalion commander. Linus felt the same way.

However, the battalion commander calmly asked:

"Let me ask you one thing first. In the current situation, going out to capture a prisoner is practically suicide. Why would you want to do something so dangerous?"

"We're going to die either way if we stay stuck here. If we're unlucky, we'll die from catapult fire or magic while just sitting around. And retreat isn't an option. If we fall back any further, the sea route to Kalvasar will be wide open."

An interesting light flickered in the battalion commander's eyes at Dian's words.

"What about receiving reinforcements from other legions?"

"That's not possible."

"Explain."

"The Empire doesn't have any reserve legions to spare right now. If they did, would they have sent just one legion? Rather, since we have the sea here, they'll prioritize defending other strategic points connected by land routes. So one way or another, our legion has to finish the job here."

The battalion staff officers looked at each other in surprise. 'How can a mere private see so far ahead?'

"But I don't want to die in a trench without even drawing my sword once. If we can capture a prisoner and determine which legion they belong to, and whether our legion can take them head-on, wouldn't that help us get out of this shitty situation?"

After a moment of silence, the battalion commander spoke.

"Your name is Dian, right? You're a private?"

"Yes, sir."

"Very well. I approve."

"Commander! But the risk is too great!"

The battalion commander shook his head at the staff officer's objection.

"The private is right. Either way, our legion must either advance northward or be drowned in the sea. If that's the case, we should use every method available to move toward the better option. I approve. Dian and Linus, you two go capture a prisoner."

"Thank you. We won't disappoint you."

Dian answered with full confidence.

"But what's your method?"

"Oh, that's very simple."

As Dian explained, the battalion commander's eyes, which had remained calm until now, wavered slightly.

"That's insane..."

"War requires insanity, doesn't it?" Dian grinned.

# # # # #

"Are you really sure about this?"

Just as dawn was breaking.

At a window on the second floor of an abandoned farmhouse behind the trenches.

Linus asked worriedly from behind the camouflage netting covering the window.

"Yes, I'm sure, I told you."

Dian chuckled as he observed the enemy lines through the netting.

"Write this down. Two men. Moving from east to north. Normal pace."

Linus skeptically wrote down what Dian had observed in a notebook.

The notebook was already filled with observation records from the past week, all about the enemy's security measures.

After receiving the battalion commander's approval, Dian had sat here all day, obsessively watching the enemy lines and recording everything in the notebook.

He had mapped it all out and calculated the optimal infiltration route, and today he was making one final check to see if there were any changes in the enemy's security operations.

"Alright, Linus. Nothing's changed from before. Today's perfect for going in."

"I'm worried whether this can really succeed."

"What changes if you worry? Besides, this is exactly what you wanted—to contribute to the peace of the continent."

Dian patted Linus on the shoulder.

"Trust me and follow me. Then both you and I can survive with our limbs intact until the end of this war."

"What makes you so confident?"

"I believe in you."

"In me? What does that mean?"

"Let's go. If we're late, we'll waste another day until this time tomorrow."

Dian and Linus left the farmhouse and moved to the front line through the trenches.

They stopped at the starting point of Dian's chosen infiltration route and waited. Soon, they heard the sound they had been waiting for.

Whiiiiirrrrr—

Several blue streaks of light arced from behind their own lines and landed right in front of the trench.

As the magic struck the ground and thick smoke rose, Dian shouted:

"Run!"

Dian and Linus climbed out of the trench and sprinted toward the front with all their might.

Whiiiiirrrrr—

Just as they entered the first cloud of smoke, a second magical attack landed in front of their path.

Breaking through the first smoke cloud, Dian and Linus concealed themselves in the second cloud that rose up.

They continued running, hiding in the third and fourth magical attacks and smoke clouds, getting closer and closer to their target.

"This is insane... absolutely insane..."

Linus kept muttering as they ran through the ear-splitting explosions and head-rattling vibrations.

It was an extremely reckless maneuver—if they failed to match the timing, they could die in their own side's attack.

But without such a method, there was no way to cross the barren no-man's land between the trenches.

"We're here! There, Linus!"

After breaking through the fifth smoke cloud, they finally threw themselves into a small thicket near the enemy trench, their target location.

Whiiiiirrrrr—BOOM—Whiiiiirrrrr—CRASH—

Their side's magical attacks swept past them, hitting the enemy trenches once before stopping.

Dian and Linus lay flat on their stomachs under the thicket, waiting for the right moment.

The enemy trench, momentarily disturbed by the seemingly meaningless magical attack from their side, gradually quieted down.

The random, untargeted bombardments had become so routine that the enemy seemed to have dismissed it as normal.

Lying still and glancing at the sun in the sky, Dian nudged Linus, signaling to advance.

After a week of observation to the point of exhaustion, he knew this spot at this time had the weakest security.

Linus and Dian put daggers in their mouths and slowly crawled through the thicket.

They had to finish quickly before the patrol that circled the trench returned.
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Even the slightest rustle of grass as their bodies brushed against it caused Dian and Linus to halt their crawling and survey the situation ahead.

Fortunately, it was early summer with a decent breeze, and after the bombardment had ended, the cicadas had resumed their noisy chirping, masking any sounds they might make.

They continued their stealthy belly crawl and successfully reached their second objective.

Pushing aside the undergrowth slightly, they could see an outpost trench that stood isolated from the main defensive line that stretched left and right in the distance.

This was the endpoint of their infiltration route—the observation post Dian had chosen to target.

The observation post was positioned forward of the main trench line to detect enemy attacks early and sound the alarm.

Two demon soldiers took turns on duty every two hours. The ones currently on duty had been deployed just as dawn broke and were scheduled to be relieved in an hour.

Both demons were crouched in the narrow observation post, heads leaning against the wall, mouths agape as they slept deeply.

Just as expected. After a week of reconnaissance, they had confirmed that personnel consistently fell asleep during this time period.

Since the terrain made concealment difficult during daylight, attacks typically occurred at night. As a result, the demons maintained strict vigilance at night but grew lax during the day.

They had likely dismissed the earlier magical attack as the usual sporadic threat and fallen back asleep.

When Dian glanced back, Linus tapped his combat boots to signal he was ready.

The two silently crawled right up to the observation post and drew the daggers they had been holding in their mouths.

The sharp blades slipped into the mouths of the sleeping demon sentries.

The demons' eyes flew open at the cold metal sensation against their tongues.

Dian, making eye contact with one of the demons, placed a finger to his lips.

The terrified demon slowly nodded with trembling eyes.

Seeing no signs of resistance from the sentries, Dian handed his dagger to Linus.

While Linus held both daggers in the demons' mouths, Dian pulled out a coil of rope from his waist.

He meticulously bound the sentries' wrists but left their ankles untied.

They would need to run at full speed again during their retreat, and it would be too difficult for two men to carry these heavy demons on their backs.

Suddenly, voices could be heard coming from the communication trench connecting the rear position to the observation post.

"Dian...! Someone's coming...!"

At Linus's urgent whisper, Dian quickly glanced at the sun overhead.

Strange—they still had an hour before the shift change, and the trench patrol shouldn't be back for even longer.

Catching words that sounded like "special" and "rations" in the demon language, Dian immediately understood the situation.

It seemed they were bringing some kind of special rations from the rear. That's why they were coming now.

They needed to hurry.

"Urgh! Urgrrgh!"

Just then, one of the demons tried to shout with the dagger still in his mouth.

"Hostis est!"

Hearing the scream from the observation post, demon soldiers began rushing along the communication trench.

"Damn it!"

While Linus was momentarily stunned, Dian didn't hesitate. He thrust the dagger deep into the shouting demon's mouth.

"Krrrrrrrr...."

As the demon died, blood gushing from his mouth, Dian immediately pulled out the dagger and swung it at the other demon.

"Uraaaaaaaaagh!!"

The demon's hands and feet were severed by Dian's blade strikes, causing Linus to look at him in shock.

"What are you doing, Dian?!"

"We just need to take him alive. It'll be easier for you to drag him like this."

"What are you talking about? Just me?!"

Dian tossed the remaining rope to Linus.

"Stop the bleeding quickly and carry him on your back. I'll hold them off."

"That's insane! How can you manage alone? Let's go together!"

"Can you outrun pursuit while carrying a demon? Go now!"

Dian leaped into the communication trench with daggers in both hands.

"Damn it...!"

Linus hurriedly tied the rope around the demon's severed limbs to stop the bleeding and hoisted him onto his shoulder.

"Hostium incursio est!"

Just as Linus stood up with the demon on his back, enemy soldiers came charging in with battle cries.

Dian slashed with the daggers in his hands in alternating strikes.

With just two cuts, a demon's head and left arm flew high into the air, landing outside the trench.

Blood exploded like a fountain, causing the following demons to flinch and step back.

Seizing the opportunity, Dian pressed forward, ruthlessly pushing back the demon soldiers.

"That crazy..."

Linus's jaw dropped as he watched Dian driving back the demon soldiers—who were much larger than humans—like a shepherd herding sheep.

Whooooosh!!

At the appointed time, magic attacks from their allies began striking just behind the observation post.

Linus, with the demon on his back, shouted:

"Dian! It's time to go! Hurry!"

"You go first! I'll follow!"

As a second magical attack landed even closer, Linus gritted his teeth, exited the observation post, and began running at full speed.

"Huff, huff, huff!"

Breathing heavily, Linus sprinted toward the allied trenches.

The demon on his shoulder was incredibly heavy, but slowing down meant being caught in the barrage!

"Over here, over here!"

Allied soldiers peeked out from the trench, waving and shouting.

As Linus slid into the trench with the demon, the soldiers caught them.

"What?! Why are you alone?! Where's your partner?!"

"We encountered unexpected enemy troops... He's in combat... I'll go back for him!"

"Are you insane?! You want to go back there now?!"

The soldiers pulled Linus back as he tried to climb out of the trench.

"You'll die if you go!"

The magical attacks were now moving in reverse order of Dian and Linus's original path, getting closer to the allied trenches.

Moreover, the Demon King's forces had spotted Linus's retreat and were returning fire, making any attempt to leave the trench tantamount to suicide.

"Dian! Damn it all...!"

Linus punched the trench wall in frustration. To lose a comrade after just a week...

"Dian was an excellent soldier."

The battalion commander, who had arrived at the scene, placed a hand on Linus's shoulder and spoke in a solemn voice.

"He sacrificed himself to achieve something great."

"Dian... I shouldn't have come back alone..."

As Linus muttered in despair, the other soldiers' expressions grew somber.

"But we cannot allow ourselves to wallow in grief here."

The battalion commander raised his voice, addressing the soldiers.

"We must continue forward, using Dian's valuable sacrifice as a stepping stone..."

"Aaaagh!"

Just then, something flew into the trench amid the ongoing magical barrage, accompanied by a scream.

"We must move forward... Oops!"

The commander, in the middle of his speech, became entangled with whatever had fallen on his head and tumbled ungracefully onto the trench floor.

"Whew, that was close. Oh? Commander? I'm sorry, haha."

It was Dian, covered in blood with slightly singed hair, laughing as he helped the fallen commander to his feet.

Seeing this, Linus stammered:

"Dian...? How... how did you survive...?"

"I'm alive because I didn't die. This is heavy as hell."

With that, Dian tossed what he was holding onto the ground.

It was six severed demon heads, their horns strung together with rope.

He had even managed to collect enemy heads in the midst of all that?

"Commander. Isn't this worth at least one rank promotion?"

At Dian's bold question, the commander nodded slowly with a dumbfounded expression.

Linus thought to himself then: this guy is completely insane.

A recruit who hadn't even been in service for a month had marched straight to the battalion commander, boasting he would capture prisoners.

His method was the lunatic idea of coordinating with allied artillery fire to launch an assault.

When the plan went awry, he had held off six demons with just two daggers to ensure his comrade's safe return.

Then he had broken through a no-man's-land under magical bombardment, even carefully collecting the heads of the demons he had killed.

This guy is absolutely insane...

# # # # #

The prisoner was interrogated at corps headquarters, revealing the identity of the enemy forces they were facing.

It was a legion that had suffered heavy losses on another front and been redeployed to Aboka, a relatively minor country. They had concentrated all their forces on defending Camel Pass, leaving their rear exposed.

The Empire's 8th Legion launched a full-scale offensive and successfully recaptured the Kingdom of Aboka.

Dian and Linus, who had made significant contributions to the legion's operational assessment, received medals side by side at Aboka's royal castle and were honored with promotions of one rank.

Third Class Military Merit Medal: For capturing an enemy prisoner with a comrade team during the defense of Camel Pass, contributing to allied operational planning.

"Hey, Linus."

Dian spoke up in the carriage as they returned to their unit.

"It turned out just like I said, right? I told you it would be good to move with me."

"You were right."

"So let's stick together from now on."

Linus didn't answer, falling into quiet contemplation.

Unable to stand by while the continent fell into chaos due to the vicious Demon King's forces, he had fled his estate to volunteer for the imperial army.

Rather than serving under a lord who was kind but incompetent, he had preferred to join the imperial army—specifically the 3rd Legion commanded by the 2nd Princess.

However, due to his background as a serf's son, Linus had been assigned to the most backward 8th Legion and promptly sent across the sea to the Kingdom of Aboka.

For months, he had endured tedious trench warfare, meaningless night assaults, and watched soldiers die without even drawing their swords.

Just as he was questioning whether this was what he had envisioned, he met Dian and miraculously succeeded in capturing a prisoner when everyone else thought it impossible.

They had ultimately recaptured the Kingdom of Aboka, earning medals and promotions.

Of course, throughout their advance from Camel Pass to Aboka's royal castle, Linus had narrowly escaped death several times thanks to Dian.

Dian acted as if he had ten lives to spare, almost as if he could see the future.

Nothing else could explain his constant composure on the battlefield. And then there was what he said about the Demon King's castle.

"I bet you and I could make it all the way to the Demon King's castle."

"The Demon King's castle..."

Whenever Dian mentioned the Demon King's castle, his eyes were so full of certainty that even the usually cautious Linus found himself entertaining the fanciful notion that it might actually be possible with Dian at his side.

"But I'm curious about something. Why me specifically? There are many more capable soldiers."

"Ah, about that."

Dian smiled at Linus's question.

"It's because you're the protagonist of this world."

"What? What does that mean?"

"You wouldn't understand even if I explained. Anyway, are you in or out? Together, there's nothing we can't do in this world. Let's cut that Demon King bastard in half and end this war."

Seeing Dian's resolute gaze, Linus finally nodded with a faint smile.

"Alright. Let's do it together, Dian."
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The story that followed went like this.

Together they killed the enemy vanguard ogre, cut off the rebel supply lines to starve them, ambushed and killed enemy infiltration teams during night operations, survived major battles when everyone else died, rescued a civilian village under attack when they could have fled, secretly scaled enemy-occupied castle walls to open the gates, assassinated several legion commanders, and beat Hindrasta so badly that he fled the battlefield.

Finally, with Dian's help, Linus succeeded in cutting the Demon King in half.

Just as Dian had confidently declared, they stormed the Demon King's castle, killed him, and put an end to the war.

The people of the Empire know well that all these accomplishments belong to the Hero Linus.

However, few people, except for some high-ranking officers and imperial court officials, know that another companion was always by his side.

Almost none of those who saw Dian up close during his days as a soldier survived until after the war, and after his promotion to officer and joining the special task force, his identity was kept strictly confidential.

And after Dian rejected all offers from the imperial court and disappeared, the Emperor, feeling both displeased and anxious, erased all records related to him, and thus Dian was forgotten.

"If that hadn't happened, I'd probably be suffering in the imperial castle like you."

Several hours into their conversation, the sun had set and darkness had fallen over the late evening.

Dian gave a relaxed laugh as he cut into the premium beef steak that Linus had specially prepared.

"The best ending for a supporting character is to retire and live quietly after the finale. Though that's gotten a bit messed up now."

"You still say things I don't understand."

Linus smiled as he looked at Dian.

Looking back, it was truly madness.

The prologue of the original story I transmigrated into was at the point when the Demon King Task Force was established.

Since Linus had joined the legion before the prologue, I couldn't foresee what would happen from his enlistment until the prologue.

I just had to find him and keep him alive until the prologue, so I tracked him down and dragged him around.

Linus was full of righteousness, and I never knew when he might suddenly rush into danger like a moth to a flame.

In fact, he did several dangerously reckless things, and thanks to my proper control, I was able to keep him alive until the prologue.

If there had been even the slightest mistake in that process, neither of us would be here now.

"By the way, Dian."

Linus asked while serving food onto my plate.

"How's the Academy? Is it manageable?"

"Well, it's not bad. It's comfortable not having to be mindful of others."

"When have you ever been mindful of others? Someone who doesn't even mind the Emperor wouldn't care about the Academy, would they?"

Celine said with a laugh.

"Are you having any conflicts with the Principal there? From what Linus told me, she seems quite stubborn."

"It's not so much stubbornness as fear. You know, right? That she's from the Nemara Clan."

"I know. She's the daughter of the Dark Elf who prevented the Emperor's assassination and became a meritorious subject. I heard the clan leader personally requested she become Principal."

"That's the reason."

I explained to Celine and Linus about Kirrin's dilemma.

The Nemara Clan of Dark Elves wants to be recognized as members of society.

But because they cooperated with the Demon King's army in the past, they can't openly leave the forest, so they sent the clan leader's daughter to public office instead.

Being of mixed blood, her cruel and cold Dark Elf nature is dulled, making her perfect for changing the negative perception of the clan.

However, the 2nd Princess wants to fire her out of distrust for Dark Elves and to make Linus completely her own person by installing him as Principal.

Fearing this, Kirrin reduces or stops anything that might cause trouble.

Kirrin knows this goes against the 2nd Princess's intentions and mood, but her fear of being expelled and sent back to the forest outweighs her fear of falling out of the Princess's favor.

"A vicious cycle. But I can understand that Principal."

Linus said.

"Dark Elves lack the emotions necessary for socialization. They don't consider others at all in achieving what they want. Even if it's family."

"I know all too well. I saw it firsthand at the Rajoram defense battle."

At that time, we eliminated a Dark Elf infiltration team attempting a flanking surprise attack, and I felt intense doubt.

About whether Dark Elves should be included among intelligent species like us.

The atrocities they committed in Rajoram make my spine shiver.

Compared to them, the Demon Race seems rather affectionate and friendly.

That's why I felt considerable discomfort when I first saw Kirrin.

"So last time she knelt down, cried her eyes out, and begged me to help her."

"Oh my."

"You know Duke Toulouse, right? His daughter attends the Academy, and she asked me to tutor her."

I told Linus about Knightley Toulouse.

Linus found the story very interesting.

"What a curious coincidence. The Duke of Toulouse's daughter becoming your disciple. So, did you agree to it?"

"I said I would. It was hard to refuse when she was crying like that, and I was curious too."

"About what?"

"How far she could progress with my teaching."

When I explained how I trained Toulouse, both Celine and Linus burst into laughter.

"Dian! Are you raising a Hero's Party?"

"It's fine. She ended up accomplishing everything. Her attitude was terrible, but she seems to have real skill."

"I suppose the Toulouse ducal family has produced many warriors for generations. Including the current Duke."

Duke Toulouse was one of the more sensible and capable commanders among the noble army during the war.

If it weren't for Duke Toulouse, the noble army would have been completely annihilated without even a proper retreat.

However, he was overshadowed by the regular officer corps led by the 2nd Princess, who was the commander of the 3rd Legion.

"Raise that child well, Dian. As you said, if you raise the standard of graduates, the 2nd Princess will be pleased."

"I wish I could fix her personality too. Would you like to discipline her sometime?"

At those words, Linus laughed softly and shook his head.

"Logically speaking, you're more of an expert at disciplining people than I am."

"Why is that logical?"

"Shall we ask the imprisoned Demon Race officers? They'd give us an immediate answer."

"You'd win by a landslide."

Celine giggled.

The topics then moved to the Combat Department reorganization, the Academy shopping district development, and Hindrasta's troublemaking incident.

"This is just my thought, Dian."

Celine, who had been listening, carefully spoke up.

"I think you need to be careful about your behavior in the Academy."

"Why?"

"This is just my intuition..."

When the word "intuition" came up, I became a bit tense.

Celine, with her hunting background, has an incredibly developed instinct for sensing danger.

If the famous Quarana hunters are skilled technicians trained in hunting methods passed down for generations, Celine was born a hunter.

With her "intuition," we were able to safely overcome numerous crises.

That's why I get nervous when Celine mentions her "intuition," because it's rarely wrong.

"I think Principal Kirrin really likes you."

Celine said that Kirrin truly likes me and has a strong tendency to rely on me.

She might be trying to get involved with me in her own way, so I should be careful.

"Really...?"

"It's just intuition. Nothing certain."

"I agree with Celine."

Linus said.

"I felt the same way listening to your story. You're practically a savior to the Principal. So what about student Knightley?"

"As for Knightley..."

Celine shook her head negatively at Linus's question.

"That girl has possessiveness. She wants to have you all to herself. She sees you as an expensive, precious ornament."

"Well, whatever."

"Right. Has Dian ever been influenced or swayed by others? Except for Rormane."

When Rormane's name came up, I felt my mood drop sharply.

"Rormane... scary."

"Indeed."

"Absolutely."

With that, the three of us ate in silence for a while.

"About your Academy's infirmary priest."

After a moment, Celine broke the silence.

"You said she's an Oracle Priest? Recommended by Rormane?"

"Yeah. She was going to send thirty bishops, but I said one was enough, so she sent her."

"Hmm, I see..."

Celine put down her fork with a serious expression, and Linus also looked somewhat concerned.

"Has anything unusual happened at the Academy?"

"Nothing really, except that she's extremely quiet. She does her job efficiently."

"I see... Hmm..."

Celine, repeatedly touching her chin, carefully said:

"That priest, Maya. You should be careful of her."

"Why?"

"Rormane sent her, right? She wouldn't send an Oracle Priest she's training to your Academy without a reason."

"That's true. Rormane would certainly do that. But I haven't noticed anything suspicious yet."

"There must be something. Rormane isn't that careless. What could it be... What did she instruct her to do..."

As Celine tapped the table with her finger, deep in thought, Linus, who had been quietly listening, said:

"Dian. You said that priest works in the infirmary? Don't they keep patient records there?"

"They do. Every time I go to the infirmary, I see her writing diligently..."

I closed my mouth, and Linus nodded.

"It might not be patient records."
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"Is this Maya priest's patient journal actually a surveillance log to monitor me?"

"There's a pretty high chance of that. Knowing Rormane."

"Ah, you're right. Why didn't I think of that?"

"Because she's a priest."

As I scratched my head, Celine spoke up.

"Priests are generally difficult people to deal with. That's why your thinking gets fixed when interacting with them. We were casual with Rormane because she was our comrade."

"When I get back to the academy, I need to secretly check this out. Seriously..."

"It's overwhelming to receive Rormane's attention and love," Linus said, watching me massage my stiff neck.

"I suppose the silver lining is that she's currently the Secretary General of the Order, which limits her freedom of movement. Without those heavy shackles, probably..."

"As an Oracle Priest, Rormane can never leave the Order. So that's a meaningless assumption."

I lost my appetite, put down my fork, and leaned back against the chair.

"Let's stop talking about Rormane. We're here to have fun, and this is depressing."

"Haha, sorry."

"What's that guy doing these days?"

I changed the subject to shake off thoughts of Rormane.

"That guy? You mean Kaiden? He's working as a professor at the Illusion Magic Tower now."

"Wasn't he with the Magic Federation? And what's with the sudden Illusion Magic Tower? Shouldn't someone with his talents be at some Attack Magic Research Institute or something?"

"What you're good at and what you want to do aren't always the same."

"It's weird that someone obsessed with smashing things would go into illusion magic. Illusion magic involves creating virtual worlds and such... completely opposite of his style."

"I heard he's actually achieving some results."

"Well, that makes sense. A genius like Kaiden would succeed at anything. I have a favor to ask him."

"What is it?"

"I want to place a magic seal on Hindrasta to prevent her from escaping."

"Hmm, magic on a dragon."

Linus stroked his chin.

"That's definitely something only a mage of Kaiden's caliber could do. I'll stop by the Illusion Magic Tower later and ask him. But it's quite far from here, so we'll need to schedule a visit."

"There's a magic professor at our academy who can open dimensional gates. We can use that."

"But has this been agreed upon with Hindrasta?"

"Of course not. Would she ever agree to that? That's exactly why we need to take her there and do it. This is a secret."

"I see. But it seems someone has already heard everything."

"Huh?"

Linus pointed toward the dining room entrance.

I got up from my chair and went to check, but there was nothing there?

"Hic..."

As I turned around, I heard a strange sound and looked down.

"When did you get here?"

Hindrasta was crouched against the wall, trembling with tears in her eyes.

"A magic seal...? You're going to make me a slave...?"

"Not a slave. I just want to keep you at the academy until graduation."

"Liar... Because I look like this... you have evil intentions..."

"Oh, for crying out loud."

When I raised my hand as if to flick her forehead, Hindrasta covered her head and crouched down flat.

"Dian. Bring Hindrasta in. Let's eat together. She must be hungry."

"Come here. Let's eat."

At Linus's invitation, I grabbed her arm to pull her up, but Hindrasta staggered and violently pulled back.

"No! I can't eat with you hero bastards!!"

"Just eat what's prepared! Stop being stubborn!"

"Aaaaargh!!"

Hindrasta was dragged into the dining room, screaming as if being led to a slaughterhouse.

"Please sit down, Miss Dragon. Everything here is safe to eat."

Celine smiled brightly and nodded to the maids, who set tableware and plates in front of Hindrasta.

"Uuugh..."

Hindrasta trembled, lowered her gaze, and made strange noises as she looked at Linus sitting across from her.

"Here, as a dragon, you like meat, right?"

When I tore off a plump turkey leg and placed it on her plate, Hindrasta looked at me with desperate eyes.

"Dian, please..."

"Just eat first. If you don't eat now, we'll have to prepare food again later."

"Yes, Hindrasta."

When Linus spoke, Hindrasta panicked and pressed herself against me.

This brat is clinging to me because Linus is here. Must be a pretty desperate situation.

"Let's forget about the past. Neither you nor we had personal feelings about it. You're now a student at Dian's academy, so I'll treat you accordingly."

"That's right, Miss Dragon. It's been 10 years already. That's enough time for us humans to erase old feelings, isn't it?"

"Th-that's nonsense..."

Hindrasta forced out a voice in response to Celine's words.

"Maybe for you... it's a long time... but to me, it feels like just yesterday..."

"Even so, you need to forget it now. There's no other choice."

Linus smiled gently as he cut his steak.

"Dian and I encountered you a total of four times. You were always the one running away, and back then, you were in your true form. But I understand you can't return to your true form now."

Despite this, when Hindrasta still wouldn't eat, Linus pulled out his trump card.

"Just the other day, I saw a wyvern flying over our territory, and it reminded me of that time."

"Eek?!"

"Haha!"

I couldn't help but laugh.

The story Linus brought up was from our third encounter with Hindrasta.

At that time, we had tamed a wild wyvern on the spot by beating it into submission and rode it to chase after the fleeing Hindrasta.

We approached right above Hindrasta's head and jumped down onto her back, but unfortunately missed catching her by a hair's breadth.

After that incident, Hindrasta disappeared for several months.

She must have been quite shocked to discover how desperately humans were trying to capture her.

Well, Hindrasta is quite young for a dragon, and she was stirring up trouble on battlefields purely for fun, not out of malice.

She must have been startled when humans, whom she had considered insignificant, showed such hostility toward her.

That Linus.

Seems like eating at the imperial court has taught him how to intimidate others quite well.

Tap-tap-tap-tap-tap-tap-tap-tap-tap—

Perhaps recalling that memory, Hindrasta's hands trembled, her nails noisily tapping against the plate.

"Hey, Celine. Don't you have something to put on the floor? Looks like she might wet herself again."

When I made that joke, Celine responded with a somewhat stern expression.

"That's enough. She's clearly terrified."

At Celine's words, Linus raised both hands with a smile.

"I only said that because she wouldn't eat. If she agrees to eat properly, I won't say anything more."

Celine offered with a friendly smile.

"Come on, Miss Dragon. Don't be afraid and eat. If they say anything unnecessary again, I'll scold them."

"Okay..."

Hindrasta sniffled and tore off a small piece of the turkey leg with her fingers, putting it in her mouth.

Suddenly her eyes widened, and she looked at me sharply.

"It's delicious!!"

"Why are you looking at me?"

Hindrasta hurriedly grabbed the turkey leg with her bare hands and began devouring it.

Oh my, I'll need to teach her table manners first.

Having been a dragon before becoming human, and then only spending time with the uncouth Reblanc Mercenary Corps, she never had a chance to learn formal dining etiquette.

With Hindrasta joining us, we continued our cheerful conversation.

Though it was unfortunate for Hindrasta, the main topic was our memories from the war.

Since so many incredible things happened during those four years, the stories were endless.

Linus kept bringing wine from the cellar, each bottle being an extraordinarily expensive premium wine.

They all tasted amazing, which led Hindrasta to start drinking like crazy.

Perhaps her mindset was to drink since she couldn't join our conversation and was afraid of Linus.

"Being a dragon must make her good at holding her liquor."

Celine laughed out loud, watching Hindrasta who had already downed more than a dozen bottles.

"Take it easy, seriously. Don't clean out someone else's cellar when you're a guest."

"It's fine, Dian. The imperial court regularly restocks our cellar."

"I'm worried she might cause trouble if she gets drunk. This one may look like this, but she's incredibly strong."

"Well, I don't think she'll cause any trouble."

Linus pointed his finger, and when I turned around—what the?

Suddenly, Hindrasta was half-closing her eyes and tilting her head.

She was fine just a moment ago.

"What are you doing now?"

"Hueeunggunghuga..."

Making completely unintelligible slurred sounds, Hindrasta planted her face on the table.

"She drank too quickly and got drunk suddenly. Would you mind taking her to the bedroom?"

"Huh? Why me?"

"As you said, despite her appearance, she's a dragon and apparently quite heavy. The maids had trouble with her."

"Really? Alright, I'll take her."

I carried the unconscious, drunk Hindrasta to the second-floor bedroom, to the bedroom, to the bedroom...

What kind of house is this big?

After walking for quite a while with a maid's guidance, I finally reached the guest room and tossed Hindrasta onto the bed.

"Urgh..."

Watching Hindrasta sprawl out on the bed, reeking of alcohol, I sighed.

How is this thing even a dragon?
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Hindrasta was soaring through the sky.

Here, there was no Demon King to pester and interfere with him, nor were there two crazy humans relentlessly pursuing him with murderous intent.

There was only Hindrasta, the sun, the clouds, and the hazy, rounded outline of the horizon.

In this moment, Hindrasta was freedom itself.

"Hindrasta!"

Yes, my name is Hindrasta.

A White Dragon who left his nest to cause chaos.

"Stop right now! I'll skin you alive!"

He had often heard that dragon hide fetched a high price in the mortal realm.

Especially the gleaming scales of a White Dragon—even a single scale could buy several buildings.

If I were to sell my scales bit by bit, I'd become rich in no time.

"You're not stopping?! You're dead today! You fucking—!"

"Dian. We agreed not to use such language."

Only then did Hindrasta realize that what he was hearing wasn't his inner voice but external noise.

With a dragon's keen senses, Hindrasta detected that the noise was coming from above and turned his head.

Something with spread wings was flying in the sunlight. An eagle perhaps...?

But it was too large to be an eagle, and more importantly, eagles couldn't speak human language.

Tilting his head a bit more, Hindrasta finally recognized it as a wyvern with its wings fully extended.

Why is a wyvern here of all places?

Dragons are the apex predators among magical beasts, and most creatures wouldn't even think of approaching a dragon.

Even though wyverns are carnivorous magical beasts, compared to dragons, they're like chickens before an owl.

Hindrasta could hardly believe his eyes that such a creature was boldly flying above him.

"Hindrasta! Last warning! Land immediately!"

Suddenly, the wyvern shouted and rapidly descended.

As the wyvern drew closer, Hindrasta could see two humans riding side by side on its back.

[Those crazy bastards?! They're riding a wyvern?!]

It wasn't impossible to use wyverns as mounts.

The Demon King's army had wyvern riders, selected from exceptionally strong and brave demon folk.

But demon folk were inherently strong, and they used riding equipment like saddles and reins...

These humans were riding the wyvern bareback with nothing at all!

"You chaos-causing lizard! Don't you dare move! I'm going to blow your head clean off!"

Dian, with his brown messy hair, shouted from the diving wyvern.

Having already been severely beaten by them in their previous two encounters, Hindrasta knew all too well that this threat was no empty one.

If I get caught here, I'm dead...!

Without a second thought, Hindrasta unleashed his Dragon Roar.

[KRAAAAAAAAAAH!!]

The Dragon Roar—a racial trait of dragons that subjugates weaker beings with overwhelming fear.

The wyvern, directly hit by it, panicked and made a sharp turn, frantically fleeing from Hindrasta.

"What the hell is wrong with this thing?! Turn back right now!"

"Not that way, this way!"

Despite the threats from the startled Dian and Linus, the wyvern remained unmoved.

Watching the wyvern gradually gain altitude and distance, Hindrasta smiled with satisfaction.

No matter how crazy they are, they can't do anything more from here.

In a place so high that even breathing is difficult, they wouldn't dare jump off, would they?

The slightest miscalculation and they'd crash into the ground, their bodies beyond recovery... [Urk?!]

"Dian! No!"

Ignoring Linus's scream, Dian kicked off the wyvern's back and threw himself into the air.

"One of us is going down today!"

Dian howled, spreading his arms and legs wide as he plummeted toward Hindrasta at a terrifying speed.

"You're dead!!!!!!"

Just as Dian was about to land on Hindrasta's wing—

A sudden gust of wind blew in, pushing Dian sideways.

Was it the mercy of the Goddess, taking pity on a helpless dragon being pursued by vicious humans?

"Argh! I almost had it!!"

Dian fell helplessly, reaching out toward Hindrasta.

"Dian! I'm coming!!"

Seeing Dian falling below, Linus raised his club and shouted fiercely.

"Go down now!"

"KEEEEK!"

The wyvern let out a painful scream as Linus brought his club down on its neck.

"Go down! Or I'll break your neck right here!"

Thwack! "KIEEK!" "I said go down!!"

Whether it understood the words or simply couldn't bear the beating, the wyvern sharply turned its body.

It was an unbelievable movement for a magical beast under the influence of Dragon Roar—a miracle of sorts.

"Down! Quickly!"

At Linus's urging, the wyvern tucked its wings close to its body and began a mad dive.

"Dian!"

Just before hitting the ground, the wyvern spread its wings and shot upward.

Drawing a violent U-shaped curve, it successfully caught the falling Dian.

Leaves exploded from the treetops that the wyvern's belly had grazed.

"You damn bitch! Next time we meet, you're definitely dead! Got it?! Try messing with us again if you want to die! I'll really kill you!"

Dian hurled curses at the retreating Hindrasta.

Seeing this, Hindrasta made a decision.

To run away.

Just flee far away and go into hiding. Humans have short lifespans, so if I hide for a few months or a year, they'll give up soon.

If I meet those two again, I'll surely die.

Fortunately, the wyvern showed no signs of continuing the pursuit, and Hindrasta was able to escape from them at high speed.

"Hindrasta."

Finally feeling relieved, Hindrasta flapped his wings and flew as far as possible.

After flying for a long time, as the sun set and the surrounding landscape became desolate, Hindrasta gradually lowered his altitude and landed between rocky mountains.

"Hey, Hindrasta."

He had returned to his nest, which he had temporarily left to wreak havoc in the war.

Having flapped his wings so vigorously to shake off pursuit, Hindrasta wanted nothing more than to enter his nest and sleep.

"Wake up."

He was hungry too, but sleep was the priority.

Folding his wings and slowly entering the cave, Hindrasta laid his massive body on the ground and immediately fell asleep.

"I said wake up. Let's go home."

Who is it? I just fell asleep.

If it's another demon folk coming to rush me, I'll burn them to ashes.

I'm resting!

When Hindrasta opened his eyes in anger, he saw a brown-haired human.

It was Dian.

"KYAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAH!!!!"

Hindrasta screamed, kicking off the blanket and jumping up.

"Nooooo! How did you find my nest?!"

"What nonsense are you talking about?! Get up! Breakfast is ready!"

Only when Dian kicked the edge of the bed did Hindrasta seem to grasp the situation, blinking and looking around.

"Oh... this isn't my nest..."

Hindrasta scratched his head in embarrassment.

# # # # #

The dining hall was already set with a lavish breakfast.

Scrambled eggs, bacon, tomatoes, smoked salmon, butter croissants, strawberries and blueberries, baguettes, cheese and ham platters, pies and tarts, pastries, roasted potatoes, toast, cinnamon rolls, pancakes with syrup, waffles, yogurt with honey, granola and milk, roasted vegetables, omelets, smoked ham, roast beef, avocado, walnuts and nuts, jam, jelly, warm milk with ginger and honey, ham and cheese sandwiches, salmon cream cheese sandwiches, various smoothies, apple pie, oranges, grapefruit, and more.

Hindrasta's eyes nearly popped out at the sight.

As he tried to reach for the food hastily after sitting down, I stopped him and pointed to the fork and knife.

"Use the utensils. Don't act like an uncouth mercenary."

We began our meal as I instructed Hindrasta.

"Come to think of it... last year I was invited to an event in Tatanoko Village," Linus said as we were eating.

"Remember? The civilian village that was attacked by the Demon King's army before they could evacuate."

"Of course I remember. You insisted we couldn't just leave, and we nearly died. What kind of event?"

"It's to commemorate the day you and Linus saved the village. They invite Linus every year," Celine explained.

"They always send two invitations, but we couldn't send yours because you never told us where you went."

"There's no need for me to go. Linus alone is enough."

"That's not true, Dian. The villagers are waiting for you. Why don't you attend this year's event?" Celine suggested.

I gave a somewhat troubled smile.

"Well... that sort of thing suits Linus, but I'm not really..."

"Celine is right, Dian," Linus interjected.

"Let's go together this year."

"What? No!"

"The villagers will be very disappointed if you don't show up again."

"I doubt it. With the Hero of the Continent personally visiting, they won't mind if one sidekick doesn't show up."

"Haha. Sidekick? The villagers don't see you that way. Anyway, I'll assume you're coming with me. It's early next month."

"Sigh..."

I had tried to live quietly, but became an Academy professor at Linus's request.

I wanted to at least stay quiet outside the Academy.

But part of me was curious too.

I wondered how much the children we saved had grown, how much the completely burned village had been restored and developed.

I wanted to confirm whether it had been worth risking our lives to save them.

"Fine, if I'm going with you, I guess I have no choice."

"The villagers will be pleased. And about the Tiraelen Forest," Linus brought up another topic.

"The elven forest that was burned down by the Demon King's army."

"Why bring that up? Do we have to attend some tree-planting event now?"

"Something like that. I visit there every year too. Let's go together."
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"Hey, Linus."

I pointed at Linus with my finger.

"So you drag this guy out of his comfortable life in Brunswell, throw him into the Academy, and now you want him to be some event helper?"

"Not a helper—I'm asking him to be the main character," Linus replied with his usual solemn expression.

"Why do you think the word 'comrade' appears in all my medal citations? And why do you think I keep my medals in pairs? It's because 'we' accomplished all of this together."

Linus straightened his posture and continued.

"I'm not the Hero of the Continent. I'm just someone who stood alongside heroes. If it weren't for you, Dian, I would have died in the trenches of the Avoca Kingdom before I could do anything."

Celine silently nodded in agreement.

"Dian. For various complex reasons, both voluntary and involuntary, you've been forgotten by the world. But that doesn't erase the achievements you've built up until now. Though you may have been erased from the records, you remain in the hearts of those you saved."

Linus placed his fist against his chest.

"So Dian, show them. Show them who saved them. Show them who made their current lives possible. Because the courage and hope you gave them made them who they are today."

This guy. Just like the original protagonist hero, he really has a talent for these romantic speeches.

Back then, when we went to save Tatanoko Village, I fell for this same speech.

"Fine, fine. I got it. I'll go."

"Thank you, Dian."

"Oh, please."

I playfully threw a fork at him, which Linus caught with just a flick of his finger.

Even after ten years, he hasn't rusted at all.

"Oh, right. Linus. But I absolutely won't go there."

"Where do you mean?"

"Victory Memorial Day. You're not thinking of taking me there too, are you? I'd have to meet the Emperor and see all those awkward people."

"Victory Memorial Day isn't an event I can control, so I can't give you a definite answer."

Victory Memorial Day is exactly what it sounds like—a national holiday celebrating the victory of the human alliance, composed of non-demon races, in the Four-Year War against the Demon Race.

When that day comes, the Emperor and all sorts of high officials gather at the Victory Memorial to exchange sacred words, watch performances depicting major battles, and hold memorial services for the fallen.

It's very similar to Memorial Day in my previous life, but since it's a national holiday under the Emperor's jurisdiction, Linus can't easily tell me to come or go.

"But... you'll likely be invited starting this year."

Linus took a sip of wine and said.

"Every Special Task Force member except you has been invited to the Imperial Castle for the event every year. We didn't know your whereabouts until now, but you're clearly a publicly recognized Academy professor now."

"I see. I'm not sure. Would the Emperor really invite me? That guy is incredibly petty—he got upset because I left without accepting his gifts. That's why he erased all my records, right?"

"You have a point," Linus nodded, stroking his chin.

"Since I can't ask His Majesty directly, let's wait and see."

"He probably won't invite me. He might have a fit seeing my face. He's getting old now, and too much excitement might give him a heart attack."

I have a vague idea of what's happening at the Imperial Castle.

Our dear Emperor is extremely timid and narrow-minded, so when I fled to Brunswell, he probably felt disrespected and was very displeased.

And because of that temperament, he must have a terrible relationship with the 2nd Princess.

Unlike the other princes and princesses, the 2nd Princess achieved tremendous merits during the war, but she's the child of a concubine, not recognized as legitimate.

However, only the Emperor and the imperial family refuse to acknowledge the 2nd Princess, while all the officers in the field support her.

These "field officers" are war heroes from the 3rd Legion who followed the 2nd Princess across the frontlines.

How jealous must the Emperor be of the 2nd Princess, who has the support of these post-war power players?

And now the last missing Special Task Force member has been appointed as a professor at the Special Mission Academy under the 2nd Princess's direct control.

The post-war power players, Linus, and now me—we've all become cards for the 2nd Princess, so the Emperor must be beside himself.

That's why I probably won't receive an invitation.

# # # # #

After finishing breakfast, the time Hindrasta had been waiting for finally arrived.

The time to leave Linus's house.

"Since we live close by, let's see each other often, Dian," Linus said, shaking my hand and patting my shoulder.

"We still have a lot to talk about."

"Sure. I'll come by when I'm not busy."

"When you return to the Academy, always be careful of your surroundings," said Celine with a slightly worried tone as she held Lumien in her arms.

"Don't do anything that might get you in trouble with that Oracle Priest Maya. She's definitely reporting everything to Rormane."

"I understand. I haven't done anything problematic so far, but I'll be careful."

"And the same goes for Principal Kirrin."

"Kirrin? Why her? If anything, I should be helping her."

"Kirrin is different from Rormane," Celine shook her head.

"That Dark Elf is probably looking for ways to avoid returning to the forest even while stepping down from her burdensome position as principal."

"What kind of ways?"

"I don't know exactly, but be careful anyway. She seems to have other intentions. From what I've heard, she's not the most thorough person, so she might cause a big accident by pushing herself too hard."

Celine's words are spot on. Kirrin does have some careless aspects.

"I should go now. Thanks for the hospitality."

I shook hands with Linus again, gave Celine a light hug, and made baby noises while extending my finger to Lumien in her arms.

Lumien reached out with his tiny hand and squeezed my finger tightly—

"Ugh!"

How can a baby have such a strong grip?!

"Goodbye, Dian. And Hindrasta."

Dian and Celine waved as we boarded the carriage.

Hindrasta just rested her chin on her hand and stared out the opposite window, as if she hadn't heard anything.

But I could see the cold sweat on Hindrasta's forehead.

"Sigh..."

Only when we had left Linus's house, passed through the sprawling farmlands, and could see the buildings of the capital in the distance did Hindrasta let out a long sigh.

"Damn it, what kind of situation was that... I followed you because you said you'd take me to the city..."

Hindrasta muttered, looking at the distant horizon.

"It's bad enough being trapped in an Academy I never asked for... Shit, shit..."

Then she finally trembled and burst into tears.

"That's what you get for causing trouble. After everything that happened during the war, you still haven't learned your lesson."

"I couldn't help it...! My body moved on its own! I won't do it again... Just don't take me to that blond guy again...!"

"Oh, brother."

I sighed as I watched Hindrasta start sobbing.

# # # # #

Meanwhile, in the faculty district of the Academy, at Dian's house.

"Professor Dian? He's out right now."

"Oh, is that so...?"

Kirrin asked, slightly taken aback by Olicia's answer.

"Do you know where he went?"

"He went to a friend's house. He'll probably be back after lunch today."

"I see..."

"But..."

Olicia looked over Kirrin's black skin, red eyes, and long ears.

"You're the Principal, right? Would you like to come in for some tea?"

"Eh? No, no, that's fine..."

"Don't be like that, please come in!"

Thinking that treating Dian's superior well would help Dian remain safely employed as a professor, Olicia grabbed Kirrin's wrist and pulled her in.

"Please sit here. I'll bring some tea right away."

"Umm..."

Olicia put down the basket she was holding and scurried off to the kitchen.

So this is Dian's house... He's decorated it quite cozily.

As Kirrin looked around the house, her eyes fell on the basket Olicia had just put down.

It was a basket filled with neatly folded clothes that had just been dried.

On the very top was a shirt that Dian often wore.

Kirrin glanced at the kitchen. Olicia had gone inside and was out of sight.

# # # # #

"Please have some tea, Principal. Huh?"

Olicia, who had just come out with a tray, opened her eyes wide and looked around.

The principal, who should have been sitting on the sofa, was nowhere to be seen.

As Olicia looked around, she spotted Kirrin crouching in the corner by the entrance.

It was where she had just put down the basket of clothes.

"What are you doing?"

When Kirrin, who had her back turned, didn't answer, Olicia slowly approached.

"Inhale, exhale..."

Kirrin had her eyes closed and was pressing Dian's shirt against her face, taking a deep breath.

"P-Principal?"

"Eek?!"

Only then did Kirrin notice Olicia's presence. Startled, she threw the shirt away and bolted out the door.

"Where are you going!"

"I'm sorryyyy!!"

What the...?

Olicia carefully observed Kirrin's rapidly retreating figure.

A sleeveless turtleneck, short skirt, and high heels. Plus earrings.

Not her usual attire with the black cloak.

It doesn't seem like she just came to ask about Dian's whereabouts...

Hmm...

A plausible hypothesis began to form in Olicia's mind.

# # # # #

Having dashed across the married housing district in one breath, Kirrin, despite wearing high heels, leaped directly into the third-floor window of her dormitory room.

Rolling in with a full-body breakfall, Kirrin looked out the window with fearful eyes.

Fortunately, there was no sign of Olicia chasing after her shouting, "Catch the pervert Dark Elf!"

"Phew..."

Sighing as she slumped to the floor, Kirrin finally realized the gravity of what she had done.

What... what have I done... As the principal of the Academy...

I'm unqualified... I was already unqualified, but this is truly the worst...

"Ughhhh..."

Kirrin clutched her head, tormented by the creeping sense of self-loathing.

Ch.56 - Visiting the Battlefield (2)
I returned to the academy.

Hindrasta fled straight to the dormitory as soon as she got out of the carriage, while I headed home.

As I stepped out of the carriage, Olicia came running to greet me.

"Welcome back, Sir Dian."

"Was everything alright?"

"The Principal came by. She was asking where you had gone."

"Really? Did she say why she was looking for me?"

"She ran off before I could ask."

I tilted my head at Olicia's words.

"Ran off?"

"I invited her inside for tea, but while I was preparing it..."

Olicia hesitated to continue, scratching her cheek with a troubled expression.

"What happened?"

"Well..."

She hesitated before finally speaking.

"She was sniffing your freshly laundered shirt..."

"What? What are you talking about?"

"Exactly what I said. She was crouching down, took one of your shirts from the basket, and buried her nose in it. When I asked what she was doing, she ran away."

What on earth is going on? What was Kirrin doing?

Suddenly, I remembered what Celine had told me. She warned me to be careful of Kirrin.

She said Kirrin might be plotting something strange on her own.

What is that dark elf thinking?

"By the way, how was your visit to Lord Linus's home?"

"Good. You should have come too. He's living incredibly well."

As I described Linus's mansion, Olicia's eyes began to sparkle.

"To think such a dreamlike house exists... Wow... Someday, living in a place like that is my life's greatest wish..."

"Then work hard and become a duke. Only high nobles can live in places like that."

"It would be faster for you to become a noble than for me, wouldn't it?"

She's right about that. The title they initially wanted to bestow on me at the Imperial Castle was that of a duke.

But since I had already refused it and left, I couldn't very well ask for it again now. Even if I did, the Emperor would refuse.

Besides, becoming a noble doesn't guarantee happiness.

The higher your rank, the more restrictions come with it.

It's similar to how the wealthy in my previous life received constant attention from the media and public, getting criticized for even the smallest deviation from norms.

Just as mid-sized company CEOs have the highest happiness levels, here too, it's best to earn a decent living without interference.

# # # # #

Monday meant the general meeting.

In the main conference room, everyone gathered under Principal Kirrin's direction—the Theory Department, Combat Department, and Administrative Office.

The first meeting I attended after my appointment was this very general meeting.

When I entered the conference room, laughing and chatting with the Combat Department professors, the Theory Department professors were already seated.

Those people always arrive twenty minutes early to review the meeting content and check their appearance—they're truly diligent.

In contrast, our Combat Department...

"Hey, Brogue! I found a great pub this weekend! They say if you drink an entire barrel of ale on the spot, your drinks are free!"

When the dwarf Kazadar, Professor of Combat Equipment, announced this loudly, a smile bloomed on the face of Brogue, the orc Professor of Unarmed Combat.

"We're going today!"

"Great! Morton! You're coming too!"

"Well... sure."

"Orendi! Waver! You're in, right?"

"Of course!" "Sounds good!"

As the male professors agreed, Kazadar, now in high spirits, turned to Geneve, who wore a gloomy expression.

"Hey! You should join us this time and—"

"I'm not going."

Geneve flatly refused before Kazadar could finish.

"That damn bastard always skips out. Everyone else! Raise your hand if you're not coming!"

As the female professors entered behind us, Kazadar shouted, and Professor Anna hesitantly raised her hand.

"I... I need to look after my children..."

"What? Are they really your kids?! Huh?! Missing one day won't cause problems!"

"I can't drink anyway, and it wouldn't be fun for me... I'd just ruin the mood... I don't want to go..."

"Tsk, tsk. Felimina and Linders! I'll count you both in!"

"I told you to call me Lina, not Linders! But yes, I'm in."

"Me too."

Felimina raised her hand in agreement.

"So everyone's coming except Geneve and Anna? Hey, Dian!"

"I'm in. If there's free alcohol, I'd go all the way to Tiraelen."

The Combat Department professors making drinking plans on Monday morning, the start of the week, not even Friday.

Professor Ismera's face showed utter contempt as she watched us.

"Good morning, Professor Ismera."

As I greeted her while taking my seat, Professor Ismera across from me forced a smile and replied, "Welcome, Professor Dian. Everyone's so energetic this morning. How typical of the Combat Department."

The large room had long tables facing each other, with the Theory Department on one side and the Combat Department on the other.

The seat at the center end was Kirrin's place. To her left and right sat Ismera and I. The Administrative Director sat at the far end.

So whether she liked it or not, Ismera had to face me every Monday morning, separated by just two meters.

"By the way, Professor Dian. What did you mean by that just now?"

Professor Ismera asked as I was shuffling through my reports for the meeting.

"By what?"

"That you'd go all the way to Tiraelen for free alcohol."

"Oh, that. Tiraelen is very far from here. I just meant that free alcohol is worth traveling for."

"I see. Quite an apt metaphor. Though there's no alcohol in Tiraelen, since it's an elven forest."

"You're absolutely right. The noble elves keep their distance from mind-altering beverages."

Just then, Kirrin opened the door and entered the conference room.

"Good morning, Principal."

"Ah, yes..."

The professors greeted her, but Kirrin barely acknowledged them.

I noticed she kept glancing at me nervously.

She's probably acting this way because of yesterday, when she came to my house and did something strange with my shirt.

The meeting began as Kirrin took her seat.

Our Combat Department reported on the progress of the outdoor training ground improvement project.

All construction would be completed by next week, providing students with adequate practice facilities before the summer heat arrived.

The Theory Department presented their draft plan for a historical site visit.

"We believe Ivronik Castle would be suitable for this semester's field trip," Ismera explained while reviewing the draft report.

"This castle was occupied by the Demon King's army during the Four-Year War four years ago, and was recaptured by Lord Linus, who was serving in the special task force at the time. It has significant historical value."

"That's a good idea. Ivronik Castle would certainly motivate our academy students who will become future imperial task force members," Kirrin nodded.

"For transportation, we'd like to use dimensional gates if possible. Professor of Magic Countermeasures, would that be feasible?"

"Yes, it would be," Orendi answered Ismera's question confidently.

"Administrative Director, since the trip will awkwardly overlap with lunch time, could the cafeteria prepare boxed lunches?"

"Of course."

"Excellent. The scenery around Ivronik Castle is beautiful, so we can have lunch there and return in the afternoon. It would make for a perfect day trip."

Ismera skillfully coordinated all the related matters.

But I had different thoughts...

"Does the Head of Combat have any other opinions?"

When Ismera asked me, I raised the concern I'd been harboring.

"I'm wondering if we can properly tour the place. Is it safe?"

"What do you mean, Professor?"

"As I recall, half the castle walls had collapsed, and the entrance bridge was extremely precarious... We can't be sure if the miasma covering the approach has completely dissipated. There's also a minefield of unknown size... I'm concerned it might be too dangerous, even for Special Mission Academy students."

The professors looked at each other in confusion.

"What miasma? What minefield? Is there such a thing?"

What's with this atmosphere? Did I say something wrong?

Professor Ismera smiled charmingly and replied, "I believe the Head Professor of Combat is mistaken. Ivronik Castle is not that kind of place."

"What? Not that kind of place? Is there another castle with the same name?"

"Of course, there's only one Ivronik Castle. And it's perfectly safe for academy students to visit. Do you have any other concerns?"

"Ah, no..."

I scratched my chin briefly, then nudged Felimina beside me.

"Explain, please."

"Ivronik Castle is a tourist attraction, Professor."

"What? A tourist attraction? That's absurd."

"It's true. It's a very famous place that tens of thousands visit annually. I went there last year myself."

"Really?"

"Yes. They've even installed elevators for easy access."

"Elevators...?"

Has Ivronik Castle really become a tourist destination?

That hellish mountain fortress Ivronik, where blood washed away blood?

They say ten years can change mountains and rivers, but this is truly hard to believe.

No matter how I tried, I couldn't imagine Ivronik Castle as a tourist spot.

The memory of climbing that cliff with Linus was still so vivid...

Ch.57 - Visiting the Battlefield (3)
After the meeting ended.

As I was leaving the grand conference room, I noticed all the professors huddled together on the other side, excluding only me.

"Hey, what are you all doing over there?"

"Hmm? Nothing important. We're just discussing tonight's dinner gathering. We'll let you know once we've decided on the details."

Waver answered with a smile, and I simply nodded and turned away.

What nonsense about dinner plans. We're not the Department of Arcane Theory—since when did we ever plan our gatherings in advance?

Even tonight's dinner was hastily arranged just because Kazador mentioned a place offering free drinks.

Those people are probably talking about what I said during the meeting earlier.

When I first arrived, the professors worked diligently behind the scenes to figure out my identity.

However, the Emperor had thoroughly erased all records about me, so they must have struggled considerably.

Most professors, with their "let well enough alone" mindset, probably assumed I belonged to some special task force and left it at that, but Felimina hasn't given up.

That's why when we discussed turning those unsavory rumors about me into a psychological warfare exercise, she was actually testing me psychologically.

She wanted to look inside me and uncover my past.

Sure enough, Felimina is standing in the middle right now, glancing at me while saying something to the other professors.

They can do whatever they want.

There's likely a reason why the Imperial Castle didn't properly disclose my information to the Academy, and I have no desire to blab about it myself.

Not only because I don't know the Imperial Castle's intentions, but also because there's nothing to gain from revealing I was a member of the Hero's Party.

I fled because I couldn't handle the overwhelming attention directed at the Hero's Party, so why would I draw attention to myself now?

Besides, truth only becomes truth when people are ready to accept it.

If I were to list everything I did with Linus, most people would think I was crazy and wouldn't believe me anyway.

Even Knightley reacted that way.

Ah, maybe I should have demonstrated by flicking that tree back then.

# # # # #

"He's gone."

Felimina, who had been watching from the corner of her eye, spoke as Dian walked away.

"Orendi, cast a barrier spell around us."

"Wait, wait!"

Kazador waved his hands.

"Brogue and I will excuse ourselves, so you all can talk among yourselves. I'm not at all curious about what Dian did in the past. As long as he's helping our department now, that's all that matters."

"Um... me too..."

Anna raised her hand glumly.

"I need to go prepare breakfast for the children..."

"I'm leaving too. As long as the Demon King hasn't been resurrected, I don't care who our Head Professor is."

After Waver, Brogue, Kazador, and Anna departed, Orendi activated a barrier spell around the remaining professors.

It was a spell that blocked air vibrations, preventing sound from traveling outside.

"You all felt it just now, right? Something strange."

"I'm not really sure..."

As Felimina spoke in a low voice, Orendi scratched her head.

"We all know the Demon King's army used poison gas and landmines during the Battle of Ivronik Castle. It's common knowledge that even students learn in history class."

"Of course. But the Head Professor's nuance made it sound like he experienced it firsthand."

"Well... now that you mention it, it did seem that way..."

"What about this?"

Professor Lina, who had been listening, spoke up.

"What if he has experience from the Battle of Ivronik?"

"Hmm, you mean he's a war veteran?"

"He said he lived in Brunswell for ten years, right? That would be right after the war. If he fought at Ivronik and then went straight to Brunswell after being discharged, it's entirely possible."

"That's right. Brunswell is far from the Empire. If he wasn't interested, he might not even know what happened to Ivronik Castle afterward."

"Is there anyone here who was actually at Ivronik?"

"No."    "Not me either."

While all the combat professors had direct or indirect war experience, Ivronik Castle was an exception.

It was a horrific battle where both sides suffered near-annihilation. Surviving there would have been a miracle.

However, Felimina shook her head.

"I don't think it's just combat experience..."

"Then maybe he's just from a special task force. He wouldn't have become Head Professor without any credentials. There were many special task forces active during the war."

Orendi brought up a topic that had come up among the professors several times before.

The special task forces weren't limited to the famous Demon King Assassination Task Force.

The Empire had created various special task forces and deployed them to battlefields, with most of their operations and personnel shrouded in secrecy.

Even Professor Lina, who was speaking right now, was known to be a former special task force member, but no one knew exactly what she did.

So saying someone was from a "special task force" was generally accepted without further questions.

"Even if he was in a special task force, I don't think he was just an ordinary member."

As Felimina rubbed her chin, Professor Morton, who had been quiet until now, spoke up.

"Are you suggesting the Head Professor might have been part of the Demon King Assassination Task Force?"

The Demon King Assassination Task Force was unusually well-publicized compared to other units, thanks to extensive promotion by the Imperial Castle.

Hero Linus, Hunter Celine, Magic Prodigy Kaiden, Oracle Priest Rormane.

Beheading the Demon King was one of the Empire's greatest achievements, so there would be no reason to conceal the identity of a member.

"Not necessarily, but he could be of similar caliber."

"So, how do you plan to investigate the past of a special task force member?"

"Well..."

When Felimina couldn't continue, Morton pressed on.

"If nothing else, it's certain the Head Professor has military experience. He identified me as a Long-Range Patrol Corps member just by looking at me. I've tried using my active-duty connections to find information, but nothing came up."

"Same here."    "Me too."

The other professors agreed.

"Some of my contacts are currently high-ranking officers in the legions. If even they don't know, there's a high probability he was a special task force member. But that's all. If he truly was in a special task force, we should leave it at that."

Morton's hawk-like yellow eyes turned to Professor Lina.

"Just as Lina was in a special task force but never reveals her past due to confidentiality agreements with the Imperial Castle, and we never ask. Such confidentiality agreements aren't easily broken."

"Well... that's true."

"Right now, what's important is ensuring the graduating class meets the Imperial Castle's standards. Investigating the Head Professor's past has nothing to do with that."

"I suppose..."

"If you're still curious, Felimina, feel free to continue. But I don't want to waste effort and time on something meaningless to the Academy's development."

With those words, Professor Morton left the barrier spell's range and headed toward the lecture hall.

Watching Morton's retreating figure, Felimina looked at Geneve, who hadn't said anything yet.

Her eyes urged him to share any thoughts he might have.

"Secret prince."

Geneve quietly said.

"What?"

"A secret prince. A rogue prince hidden by the Imperial Castle."

"Haha! Professor Geneve, what are you saying? That's so unlike you."

Lina laughed loudly.

"Royalty should have silver hair, but Professor Dian doesn't."

"Among the rumors about secret princes, there's one about a child born to a concubine of unspeakable origin."

"If we go down that road, there's no end to it. Why not just say he's the Demon King while you're at it?"

There are all sorts of crazy rumors about the Demon King.

That an autopsy revealed the Demon King was actually female, or that the one who died was a body double and the real one survived by cutting off their horns and blending into human society, or that they were an alien from another world.

"I can't think of anything else. The most likely scenario is that he's from a special task force. And if he is, digging into his past would be pointless."

In other words, Geneve's claim about a secret prince wasn't because he truly believed it, but to illustrate how far-fetched any assumption beyond Dian being a special task force member would be.

Such speculations were the kind that circulated among immature students, not something professors should entertain.

"Honestly, I don't see why it matters what the Head Professor did in the past."

Orendi smiled as she spoke.

"We've been digging for months and found nothing. Since he arrived, things have improved, he's competent, and he takes good care of us. That's good enough for me."

Lina nodded in agreement with Orendi's declaration.

"That's right. When I asked him directly last time, he just smiled, which makes me think his situation might be similar to mine. Confidentiality agreements are really troublesome."

"Shall we go prepare for our classes now?"

Orendi pointed to the clock on the bell tower. The first period would begin shortly.

As usual when discussing Dian's past, the professors dispersed toward the lecture hall without reaching any conclusion.

Anna, Waver, Brogue, and Kazador had left from the start, claiming disinterest.

Morton and Geneve believed digging was meaningless.

Orendi and Lina were satisfied as long as he did a good job.

In the end, Felimina was the only one still curious about Dian's past.

Felimina watched the departing professors and thought:

At first, everyone tried to find out, but now they're giving up because there were no results.

Well, everyone is satisfied with Head Professor Dian's leadership, and his past doesn't really matter much.

Especially if he was in a special task force, investigating his past would be pointless.

But I want to dig deeper.

Felimina wasn't being petty without reason.

There was something that bothered her.

It stemmed from her time as a psychological warfare specialist for the Imperial Army ten years ago.

Back then, Felimina obtained similar testimonies while interrogating captured high-ranking demons.

They thought their infiltration team had deserted when they vanished, but they had actually encountered two humans.

The lamp in the tent suddenly went out and came back on, and the legion commander sitting right next to them was headless.

When they checked why the command meeting was taking too long, everyone was dead, and so on.

All testimonies included sightings of a blond human and one with shaggy brown hair.

Felimina had requested related information from the Imperial Castle but was ignored, so she had simply assumed they were from some special task force.

Only after the war did she learn that the blond was Hero Linus, but the identity of the brown-haired man remained a mystery.

None of the four members of the Demon King Assassination Task Force announced by the Imperial Castle had brown hair.

Someone who fought alongside Hero Linus but was excluded from the Demon King Assassination Task Force? That made no sense.

Unless the Imperial Castle was hiding his existence for some reason.

So, unlikely as it might be, Felimina suspected that Professor Dian might be that shaggy brown-haired soldier.

There was no clear evidence for this. It was just intuition from her long experience in psychological warfare.

Should I try using my technique again? But after he countered me last time and I was exposed, it would be difficult to try a second time...

It seems... tonight's dinner might be my last chance...

Ch.58 - Visiting the Battlefield (4)
"Hello there!"

Orendi cheerfully greeted everyone as she entered the tavern.

This was the place Kazadar had mentioned this morning, where the Combat Department was scheduled to have their dinner gathering today.

They had a special event where if someone could drink an entire oak barrel of beer on the spot, their drinks would be free.

Obviously, for normal humans, drinking from an oak barrel would be fatal, and it wouldn't even fit in their stomachs to begin with, so it was a safe marketing gimmick.

The problem arose when non-human races showed up.

"Welcome! Oh no!"

The tavern owner's face turned pale at the appearance of Brogue the orc and Kazadar the dwarf.

Brogue was enormous even by orc standards, and Kazadar was, well, a dwarf.

Dwarves were a race known to feed alcohol to their newborns to maintain body temperature.

"It says here if we empty an oak barrel, the drinks are free! Bring it out now!"

"Humans only!"

At Kazadar's bellowing, the tavern owner frantically pointed to the bottom of the sign.

There, in tiny letters, was written "Humans Only."

"This is fraud!!"

"Bad human!! You tricked us!!"

An agitated Kazadar pulled out his hammer while Brogue let out a battle cry.

"S-someone call the guards!!"

"Just a moment."

As the owner, nearly on the verge of fainting, shouted, Morton stepped forward.

"Bring the oak barrel."

"But it clearly states humans only!"

"That's why I'm telling you to bring it. I'll drink it."

When Morton stared at him with his yellow, raptor-like eyes, the owner hesitantly instructed an employee to bring out the oak barrel of beer.

"Come on, everyone, calm down and let's go inside."

We pushed the still-excited Kazadar and Brogue into the tavern and found our seats.

"Goodness! What were you thinking, shouting battle cries here?"

"But that man was trying to scam us..."

"I don't care if it was a scam!"

Under Lina's scolding, Brogue could say nothing more and just scratched his head.

"Still, Professor Brogue is quite the gentleman. If it were an ordinary orc, one of these pillars would have been broken by now."

As Felimina smiled and adjusted her glasses, Waver nodded in agreement.

"That's right. Who has time for battle cries? In that time, you could have smashed one more thing."

At that comment, all the professors except Morton burst into laughter.

Morton sat calmly, watching as the employee rolled in the oak barrel.

The event barrel was much smaller than regular oak barrels, which could easily fit a person inside, but it was still not something a human could drink while seated.

When the barrel was placed in front of him, Morton removed the lid and picked up an empty beer mug.

"I'll handle this. The rest of you, drink up."

With those words, Morton began scooping beer from the barrel into his mug and drinking it at a steady pace—neither too fast nor too slow.

"No bathroom breaks allowed! And no snacks!"

"I know that, so stop interfering."

When the owner nagged, Morton casually retorted and continued drinking.

I wonder how the owner would react if he knew Morton was from the Legion's Long-Range Patrol Corps.

The Legion's Long-Range Patrol Corps were notorious drinkers.

When they went on missions, they would roam enemy territory for weeks with few chances to drink. For that reason, when they returned to base, they would drink as much as possible before the next mission, and the amount was staggering.

They never knew when they'd get to drink again, or if this might be their last drinking session.

Since Morton was guaranteed to succeed, I ordered plenty of expensive snacks and drinks without worry.

"By the way, is the Principal not coming?"

Lina spoke up as the table was being filled with food and drinks.

"When I mentioned it earlier, she said she'd consider it."

"Whether she comes or not is up to her. If she's busy, she won't make it."

"But she's also a professor in our Combat Department. It would be nice if she could join us for drinks."

"I agree. Honestly, I feel bad for the Principal."

Orendi chimed in from across the table.

"I went to the Principal's office once, and there were mountains of documents needing approval."

"She's a pitiful person. With such a kind personality, she just gets pushed around."

Waver nodded.

I recently discovered that, surprisingly, the Combat Department professors are quite favorable toward Kirrin, despite how much she's reduced the department's size.

They seem to understand the complicated situation Kirrin is in.

The matter between the Dark Elf Nemara Clan and the Emperor is already known to those who need to know, so professors of their caliber could easily deduce the circumstances.

"You should say a few words!"

Just then, Felimina filled my glass with alcohol and gave me an eye-smile.

"Sure, sure."

I raised my glass and made a generic toast about working hard to make our department even greater, then downed my drink.

As soon as I emptied my glass, Felimina filled it again.

"You always work so hard for the department."

"Thank you."

After I downed that glass too, Felimina immediately refilled it.

"Drink a lot today."

"You drink a lot too."

"By the way, what were you saying earlier?"

"About what?"

"About the poison gas and landmines at Ivronik Castle. It's the first I've heard of it."

"Now that you mention it."

Orendi joined in while grabbing some food.

"I was curious about that too. Could you explain?"

"Oh, that? During the war long ago, when the demon race was defending Ivronik Castle, they laid landmines and spread poison gas in front. I thought those were still there."

"That was over a decade ago. It's been a tourist spot for ages now."

"Exactly. I was shocked when I heard about it too."

"Were you there during the Ivronik Recapture Battle?"

"Yeah, I was."

"What?! Really?! How on earth did you survive?!"

Lina exclaimed in surprise.

"I don't know. It was all a blur, and it's a memory I'd rather not recall. It was a truly horrific place."

"Now I understand why you mentioned poison gas and landmines. If you went straight to Brunswell after the recapture and the end of the war, you'd naturally think it was still the same as before."

Lina glanced at Felimina as if to say, "Right?"

"So were you in the 12th Legion? Since it was the 12th Legion that was deployed for the Ivronik Castle recapture."

Felimina filled my glass again, smiling gently with her eyes.

"Let me see. Was it the 8th Legion, or the 5th? No, was it the 12th? Hmm... it might have been the 1st..."

I wasn't lying. I was in the 8th Legion as a soldier, and during my time in the special task force, I moved between various legions.

"Given that your affiliation changed, it seems you started as a soldier and rose to become an officer."

"Something like that."

"Besides the Ivronik Recapture Battle, what other battles did you participate in?"

"Too many to remember clearly."

This was also true. Apart from the major ones, the smaller battles all blended together, so even if asked, I couldn't describe them.

"But why did you settle in Brunswell, Professor? If you lived there for ten years, it wasn't your hometown, was it?"

"I just wanted to live a leisurely life. It's really nice there. The population is just right, and it has everything you need."

"I see... So you went from being a legion soldier to an officer, participated in the Ivronik Castle Recapture Battle, and after the war, you've been in Brunswell until now..."

Felimina was collecting my words like pieces of a puzzle.

"Here, drink up."

And again, she filled my glass that I had just emptied.

"Head Professor, since we're on the topic, could you tell us about the Ivronik Castle Recapture Battle?"

At Waver's suggestion, the other professors looked at me with gleaming eyes.

"No."

But I flatly refused. I might talk about other places, but that one I truly didn't want to mention.

"It must have been a terrible memory. Drink up and forget it all."

Felimina poured more alcohol into my freshly emptied glass.

# # # # #

About an hour later.

Felimina had moved to sit beside me and continued to ply me with drinks.

The number of beers she had practically forced me to drink was already in the dozens.

"I'm full."

"But it's free. Look at that."

Felimina pointed to Morton's now empty oak barrel.

He had steadily scooped and drunk without stopping until he finally reached the bottom.

"Impressive..."

"Come on, Professor. Drink to your heart's content."

As she said this, Felimina observed me closely as I downed my drink.

Hmm, look at that... She seems to be up to something again. Maybe I should take the bait...

"I should stop drinking. Everything's spinning..."

I deliberately clutched my forehead and swayed, and in that moment, a brief gleam flashed in Felimina's eyes.

An invisible, needle-like energy pierced sharply into me, and I intentionally didn't block it.

I needed to make this clear to her. To stop her from wasting her efforts.

I guided Felimina, who was trying to probe into my past memories, in the direction I wanted.

Go ahead and rummage through my memories as you wish, Felimina.

And learn this lesson.

It's dangerous to stick your head into places when you don't know what's there.

A few seconds after the psychological battle began.

"Ugh!"

Felimina knocked over a glass on the table, collapsed into her seat, covered her mouth, and dry-heaved.

"Wha's wrong, Profeshhor...?"

Lina asked with a slurred, drunken voice.

"Did ya drink too mush...?"

Felimina couldn't say anything, just trembled violently and looked up at me with eyes full of shock.

"Pro-Professor... who are you...?"

"You just saw."

"But that was... Uwup!!"

Felimina couldn't finish her sentence and ran outside in a hurry, knocking over her chair.

Ch.59 - Visiting the Battlefield (5)
The students were notified of a field trip to Ivronik Castle.

Everyone was excited about the group outing.

Ivronik Castle was particularly famous throughout the Empire for its spectacular scenery.

"Knightley. Have you ever been to Ivronik Castle?"

In the bustling dormitory lounge, one of her followers asked Knightley.

But Knightley remained silent, only staring at the notice on the lounge bulletin board.

When Knightley didn't answer, her somewhat embarrassed followers soon began chatting among themselves.

They all talked about when their families had visited Ivronik, how large their entourage was, and how many nights they had stayed at nearby luxury hotels.

As daughters of notable families, competing over such trivial and materialistic matters had become routine for them.

Amid all this, Knightley was lost in her own thoughts.

A battlefield tour that had never happened before.

Like many changes over the past few months, this too had occurred after Professor Dian's appointment.

Could he have had a hand in this as well?

While battlefield tours technically fell under the Department of Arcane Theory's jurisdiction, it was hard to believe he hadn't been involved somehow.

Professor Dian's influence at the Academy was now so immense that he practically seemed like the Principal.

He had turned everything around, normalized operations, and gained the support of both students and professors.

Moreover, he had even turned a crisis into an opportunity when false rumors about his inappropriate relationship with her had circulated last week.

Thanks to that, Knightley alone had been left completely humiliated like a duck on the Glornas River.

She had neither confirmed nor denied the scandal with Dian, secretly enjoying it—until Professor Dian announced in the grand hall that it had all been part of psychological warfare training.

Though her followers didn't say it openly, they must be laughing at her behind her back.

What? A special relationship with the Head Professor of Combat? Not even funny. It was all just bluster.

Of course, the private lessons were real, but that surprisingly didn't cause much of a stir.

'She's the top student, so of course she needs advanced training.'

'If it's advanced training, naturally the Head Professor would teach it personally.'

'I want to work hard and get in there too.'

'I'm jealous of Knightley.'

Instead, this atmosphere had caused an explosion in the number of students wanting to join these advanced lessons, making Knightley genuinely anxious these days.

As the daughter of Duke Toulouse, one of the Empire's influential families, she had lived her entire life without knowing what deprivation meant.

She already had everything she needed and got everything she wanted.

Professor Dian was also someone Knightley wanted, and she had managed to receive private lessons and have him all to herself.

But not anymore. Everyone liked Professor Dian now and was trying to get on his good side.

Even the private lessons that had been exclusively hers were now exposed to numerous students.

Who knew if new students might join if things went badly?

What if someone was more skilled than her? Prettier than her? Had a better personality?

What if Professor Dian came to like that person more?

For Knightley, who viewed Dian as an expensive accessory to adorn herself with, such a thing would be like having her jewelry stolen.

It absolutely could not happen.

But if Dian decided to accept a new student, what could Knightley do?

Nothing.

Deep down, she knew that if Professor Dian was determined, she could never stop him.

Though he always appeared to be a smiling, clumsy person on the outside, based on the content of their private lessons, Professor Dian was not a normal person.

He had clearly lived a life unimaginable to ordinary people.

How could Knightley, raised in a greenhouse without any lack, possibly handle such a Professor Dian?

Now what should she do...

As Knightley pondered, someone came to mind.

That pink-haired bitch who had recently entered as a special talent student.

If the current atmosphere continued, that bitch might also try to cozy up to Professor Dian and ask him to accept her too.

The problem was that she was quite skilled... Should she make a preemptive move?

But that wasn't possible.

The special talent student already had a record of fairly beating up the top-ranked students who had provoked her, sending them to the infirmary.

Besides, if Professor Dian decided to accept the special talent student for private lessons, Knightley would end up like a dog that had been chasing chickens.

This approach won't work at all...

Then rather than preventing others from approaching Professor Dian, it would be much better to make Professor Dian look only at her...

Hmm...

There was only one answer.

Work harder than now. So that Professor Dian wouldn't turn his eyes elsewhere.

Half-baked tricks wouldn't work on Professor Dian. There was no other solution.

Then how should she work hard from now on?

Knightley found the answer at the bottom of the battlefield tour notice.

The section about the day's attire. Instead of the usual uniform, they were to wear combat practice clothes and combat boots.

Ivronik Castle on a cliff combined with combat boots...

Having been thoroughly taught by Dian several times, Knightley could roughly infer what would happen at the battlefield.

"Where are you going, Knightley?"

"To the infiltration practice field."

As Knightley strode out of the dormitory, her followers hurriedly chased after her.

However, they couldn't keep up with her pace because they were still suffering from the aftereffects of being beaten by the special talent student Sophie.

Outside, the sun had already set, and darkness had fallen.

Upon arriving at the infiltration practice field, Knightley headed straight for the extreme terrain course.

The extreme terrain course consisted of a rocky cliff that looked like it had been torn whole from a mountain, connected by a precariously narrow path.

Knightley planned to practice here alone until the battlefield tour.

"What are you doing, Knightley? Climbing this in the middle of the night?"

"Get lost. I never said we'd do this together."

When her followers asked worriedly, Knightley coldly retorted as she changed into the combat boots she had brought.

From the fact that they were required to wear practice clothes and combat boots to Ivronik Castle, which could easily be accessed by elevator, Knightley had drawn a conclusion.

Professor Dian would surely make the students climb the old path instead of taking the elevator.

Based on her experience from private lessons, Knightley knew that only those with considerable courage and stamina could climb that steep, narrow stone path.

That's what Professor Dian would do.

Having foreseen this, she needed to prepare.

She would practice hard here and then outperform the others, especially the special talent student Sophie, taking an overwhelming first place.

Then Professor Dian would only look at her and not think of anyone else.

Alright, Knightley. Let's do this.

As always, she would prove herself through skill alone.

After coating her hands with plenty of rosin powder from the practice field, Knightley began to climb the cliff step by step.

# # # # #

Several days later, on the day of the battlefield tour.

The graduating class students, dressed in practice clothes and combat boots, gathered in the plaza in front of the dormitory, laughing and chatting.

"Are you okay...?"

"Mind your own business."

Knightley coldly rebuffed her followers' concerns about her hands wrapped in white bandages.

She knew they had been whispering and cursing behind her back every night while she practiced.

She didn't even want to waste emotions on such people.

Right now, Knightley's gaze was fixed on Dian, who was standing ahead and yawning.

Just watch, Professor. I'll show you properly today.

Knightley clenched her fist and continued to stare at Dian, but she couldn't catch his eye.

So instead, Knightley looked for the special talent student Sophie.

Sophie was easy to find. Pink hair wasn't that common.

Sophie was on the opposite side, surrounded by lower-ranked students, arms crossed and looking bored.

This was because Sophie had become a savior to the lower-ranked students who had been bullied, after she beat up the higher-ranked students—Knightley's followers.

She'll probably be surprised too. If she's suddenly told to climb a cliff.

But I already know that Professor Dian will do that.

No student at this academy knows Professor Dian better than I do...

From this, Knightley felt both superiority and a thrilling pleasure.

# # # # #

"Come on, everyone, ten at a time onto the elevator!"

At the flat ground below Ivronik Castle, after passing through a dimensional gate.

The professors controlled the students, loading them onto the elevator in turns.

?!?!

She had been certain they would climb the narrow old path or follow Sir Linus's climbing route up the cliff!

Shocked by the situation that completely defied her expectations, Knightley ran to Dian.

"Professor?! Why are we taking the elevator?!"

Dian questioned back as if he didn't understand what she meant.

"Would you rather climb up?"

"This is a battlefield tour!"

"What are you talking about? Why would we deliberately make things difficult when there's an easier way?"

"This, this wasn't how it was supposed to be...!"

Looking at the despairing Knightley, Dian tilted his head in confusion.

Ch.60 - Visiting the Battlefield (6)
"Wow, this is incredible."

I couldn't help but marvel at the sight before me as I passed through the dimensional gate.

The exit of the dimensional gate was at the lower flatlands of Hosiria Gorge, where Ivronik Castle stood.

Hosiria Gorge now showed no trace of the past devastation, allowing me to fully take in the magnificent scenery of the ravine.

The sheer cliffs on both sides shot up vertically toward the sky, their surfaces covered with sharp rocks and jagged protrusions.

Small waterfalls cascaded down between them, creating a mist where rainbows formed as sunlight reflected through the spray.

Clear streams gathered from the waterfalls, trickling through the gorge while colorful wildflowers bloomed around them, spreading a subtle fragrance.

These were things I hadn't properly seen when I was climbing the cliff back then.

And I could also see things that didn't exist at that time.

Crowds of people swarming about and vertical elevators climbing the cliff face.

The once-collapsed gorge walls from the fierce battle had become gentle mounds covered with moss, and souvenir shops and cafes lined up neatly in front of them.

So it really had become a tourist attraction, just as I'd heard.

Above it all, Ivronik Castle looked down majestically from atop the cliff.

While everything else felt unfamiliar, the castle remained exactly as it was ten years ago.

The fortress walls built as extensions of the cliff, hidden gun ports and traps scattered throughout, and towers jutting out that could cover the entire gorge within firing range—truly an impregnable fortress.

However, the wyverns that once darkened the sky and the blood that flowed down the walls and cliffs were nowhere to be seen now.

"Everyone, let's head up!"

The large elevator donated by dwarves could carry ten people at once, with five such elevators installed along the cliff.

Since we had made reservations with the Ivronik Castle Management Department in advance, we rented an entire elevator and sent the students up in groups.

"Professor?! Why are we taking the elevator?!"

Suddenly, Knightley came running through the line of waiting students, looking flustered.

"What, you want to climb up instead?"

"This is supposed to be a battlefield tour!"

"What are you talking about? Why would we deliberately make things difficult when there's an easier way?"

"This... this isn't what I expected...!"

I tilted my head in confusion at Knightley's despair. What nonsense is she talking about?

"By the way, did you hurt your hand?"

When I pointed at her heavily bandaged hand, Knightley cried out tearfully.

"I thought you were going to make us climb up there!"

Knightley pointed at what I had just recognized as Linus's infiltration route.

"Up there? Are you crazy? How could anyone climb that?"

This girl is completely out of her mind.

"Forget it. Just get on the elevator quickly."

I pushed Knightley in and boarded myself, and the elevator began to ascend with a jolt.

"Wait for me!"

Just then, Kirrin came running like lightning and barely managed to jump onto the elevator.

"Principal. That was dangerous. You should set a good example for the students."

"Hehe, sorry. It's my first time here too, so I got excited."

Kirrin brushed back her hair behind her ear with an embarrassed smile.

"But it's quite cramped in here. If they were going to build it, they should have made it bigger."

As she said this, Kirrin pressed herself tightly against me.

"Sorry... it's cramped, can't be helped..."

I could distinctly feel the sensation of her chest beneath her usual white turtleneck.

Sigh, this Dark Elf, really...

What kind of behavior is this for a principal to display in front of students?

Fortunately, the students weren't interested in Kirrin's awkward antics.

"Wooow."

The students marveled at the scenery outside the elevator, and even Knightley, completely forgetting her earlier concerns, was gaping in awe.

"Oh my, so tight... sorry, sorry..."

Meanwhile, Kirrin was clinging to me as if trying to fuse with me, despite there being plenty of space.

"Eek... we're touching... please bear with it a little... why is it so cramped here, I'm sorry..."

Kirrin kept apologizing and making excuses without anyone asking, while rubbing against me.

"Oh my... Principal... please don't put your hand there..."

"Sorry..."

Kirrin hastily pulled her hand back, pretending it was an accident.

Seeing Kirrin's behavior now, Celine really is Celine. Her sharp intuition hasn't dulled even after ten years.

# # # # #

The rapidly ascending elevator stopped at a narrow flat area right in front of Ivronik Castle.

This was once the site of a minefield and poisonous gas deployed by the Demon King's army for defense.

Now, however, it was bustling like a marketplace, crowded with tourists, guides, and peddlers.

"That went up too quickly..."

Kirrin smacked her lips in disappointment as she stepped off the elevator.

"Special Mission Academy students, this way!"

Orendi called the students together, magically drawing the academy emblem in the air.

When I went over, Professor Ismera was grimacing with her hand covering both her mouth and nose.

"What's wrong? You said there's no poisonous gas anymore."

"The smell from all these people is too strong for me."

When I made the joke, Ismera forced a smile with her eyes while speaking in a nasal voice.

In other words, she finds the scent of people unpleasant. Typical pure-blooded elf.

"Greetings! Welcome to the graduating class of the Special Mission Academy!"

Once all students and professors had arrived, a guide from the Castle Management Department waved a flag to lead us.

As we crossed the flat area and entered the castle, the guide explained the historical facts about the castle to the children.

In the northern part of the Empire runs the Hosia Mountain Range, stretching along the border.

The Hosia Mountain Range, with its extreme terrain nearly impossible for humans to overcome, has traditionally served as the Empire's natural barrier.

It was more than sufficient to block hostile small kingdoms and tribal federations that refused to belong to the Empire.

This was because no military force large enough to threaten the Empire's security could cross it.

Moreover, the deep mountain valleys were infested with all sorts of magical beasts and fugitive criminals, so no one in their right mind would risk crossing the Hosia Mountain Range.

However, there was one passage through the Hosia Mountain Range where people could travel—the Hosiria Gorge.

This is exactly where Ivronik Castle is located.

The jagged mountain range is cut through as if by magic, forming a very narrow passage about a hundred meters wide.

Since this was the only safe way to cross the Hosia Mountain Range, it had been one of the Empire's key strategic points since ancient times.

Therefore, the Empire undertook an incredible construction project in this gorge—building Ivronik Castle.

Not content with blocking the almost vertical cliff with a 20-meter wall, the Empire began building a castle halfway up the cliff that could overlook everything below.

Despite interference from northern enemies and numerous construction accidents, the Empire finally completed Ivronik Castle after 50 years.

It then served as a steadfast shield protecting the Empire for hundreds of years.

"However, that glory became mere history about ten years ago when the Demon King's army rose up."

Ivronik Castle had no means to stop the unprecedented military unit of wyvern riders.

Thus captured by the Demon King's army, Ivronik Castle ironically became a means to surround the Empire while protecting the rear of the Demon King's forces.

The Empire attempted to recapture Ivronik Castle, but it was built in a location that was nearly impossible to attack in the first place.

Additionally, due to the poisonous gas and mines used by the Demon King's army, imperial forces suffered tremendous casualties in a prolonged siege where blood washed away blood.

Finally, the hellish scene in this narrow gorge came to an end when the Hero of the Continent, Linus, was deployed from the Imperial Castle.

"At that time, Lord Linus realized he couldn't directly break through the poisonous gas and minefield, so he planned a perfectly bold and creative infiltration method."

The guide pointed with his flag to the cliff below the castle.

"This is the infiltration route where the Hero of the Continent, Lord Linus, climbed the cliff alone and opened the gates of the impregnable Ivronik Castle."

I noticed yellow markers placed at regular intervals from the castle wall across the cliff down to the distant ground below.

Wow, I never expected they would mark the exact route that Linus and I climbed.

Now that I look at it, it's really high. The thought that we climbed up there—it truly was insane.

"Urgh!"

Just then, Pelemia, who was standing next to me, bent over covering her mouth as if about to vomit.

"Are you okay? Do you have a fear of heights?"

"No, no... urp!"

"Go see Priest Maya over there and ask her to check on you."

Pelemia couldn't even answer and staggered hurriedly toward Priest Maya at the back.

"Professor Pelemia doesn't seem to be feeling well. She's been like this since the tavern last time."

Lina looked back at the retreating Pelemia with concerned eyes.

"She brought this calamity upon herself."

"Pardon? What do you mean?"

"It's just one of those things."

What I had shown Pelemia was the memory of the Ivronik Castle recapture battle.

She probably hasn't been able to eat properly since then.

I went to the edge of the cliff and looked down at the infiltration route that Linus and I had climbed.

Though nothing remains now, back then, blood and corpses were flowing down that cliff.

I can still hear the screams of soldiers flying through the air at that time.

# # # # #

Linus and Dian had just arrived at Hosiria Gorge after receiving the mission to recapture Ivronik Castle.

Dozens of wyverns could be seen flying densely in the sky beneath the low-hanging dark clouds.

This was the Demon King army's measure to prevent infiltration through dimensional gates opened above Ivronik Castle.

Because of this, the human alliance forces were currently struggling to enter the castle from the bottom of the gorge.

"Are they fighting with bare hands? Don't they even have catapults?"

Just as Dian finished speaking, catapults were seen hurling stones toward the castle with a whoosh.

The rapidly ascending stones eventually hit the castle walls hard and burst like tomatoes.

Seeing this, Dian was puzzled.

'They're bursting rather than breaking? Some new type of projectile?'

"That, that is?!"

Linus, with better eyesight than Dian, discovered what they were first and couldn't hide his shock.

"Stop immediately!!"

Roaring, Linus began running recklessly toward the battlefield.

"Let's go!"

As Dian and Linus ran, the catapults fired stones toward the castle once more.

"Uwaaaaaaaak!!"

Only then could Dian confirm what they were.

Demon race soldiers with their hands and feet tightly bound were flying through the air with screams, crashing into the castle and cliff.

In response, something was thrown from beyond the castle walls in a large arc toward them.

A human soldier crashed and burst right next to Dian.

Ch.61 - Visiting the Battlefield (7)
"Damn it, seriously."

Dian cursed as he wiped blood and flesh fragments from his face.

Meanwhile, Linus had already reached the human alliance forces' command post and started arguing.

"What are you doing?! Launching people from catapults?!"

The legion commander, confused by the sudden appearance of this young man, looked around at his staff officers.

"Who the hell is this?"

"I believe these are the ones from the Imperial Castle we heard about recently, sir."

At his staff officer's report, the commander straightened his posture, eyebrows twitching.

"My apologies. You looked like some noble's pampered son from the outside. So you're from the Imperial special task force?"

"What was that just now? Why are you launching demons from catapults instead of ammunition?"

"Ah, that."

The commander glanced at another wave of demons being launched and explained.

"Those are demon prisoners we've captured. They're just low-ranking soldiers with no other use, so we're launching them to demoralize those bastards holed up in the fortress."

"Do you really think demons will surrender the fortress because of that? Don't you see they're responding by doing the same with our prisoners?!"

"AAAAAAAAAHHHHH!"

Five or six humans fell from the top of the fortress, splattering upon impact. Some prisoners from both sides even collided mid-air.

"Holy shit!" "Urghhhh!"

Soldiers covered in splattered remains cursed or vomited violently as they hastily retreated.

Seeing this, Linus shouted in anger.

"Stop this immediately! This is unacceptable!"

"What's acceptable or unacceptable in war? We do whatever it takes to win."

"There's no law permitting prisoners to be executed this way. This approach only leads to more sacrifices among our own captured soldiers!"

"Haha, our special task force member seems to misunderstand something."

The commander laughed softly, tapping his command baton on the desk.

"We're fighting demons here. We're engaged in a desperate gamble with only two options—victory or annihilation—against these horn-freaks who don't follow normal sense or morality."

"That doesn't mean we should become like demons ourselves. Stop this immediately."

"And if I refuse?"

"I'll exercise the authority granted to the special task force within the limits permitted by the Imperial Castle."

Arguing about prisoner treatment in such an urgent battlefield situation was inappropriate.

Ivronik Castle was a crucial strategic point for both the Demon King's army and the human alliance. It had to be captured at all costs, and it had to be defended at all costs.

But for Linus, destined to become a righteous hero, killing surrendered prisoners by launching them from catapults was an intolerable evil.

"Who are you to tell my legion what to do?!"

The commander suddenly exploded with rage at Linus's words.

"Don't be ridiculous! Law? Prisoners? They started this first! Look at the cliff up there!"

The commander pointed toward the walls of Ivronik Castle.

There, corpses could be seen strung together in long lines.

"Those bastards did that first! You wouldn't know since you just arrived, but they weren't corpses to begin with! They were all alive!"

"What...?"

"They tied our living prisoners to the cliff like that to prevent us from using siege weapons!! If you haven't heard the cries of prisoners dying up there, then shut your mouth!!"

Linus was speechless, and the commander, still fuming, ordered his staff.

"Keep launching the prisoners! Ignore the special task force and everything else!"

"Come on, Linus. Calm down."

Dian, who had just arrived at the command post, patted Linus's shoulder.

"This isn't the time for us to fight each other."

"And who are you? If you're here to cause trouble, get out now!"

When the commander shouted, spraying spittle, Dian smiled and raised both hands.

"I'm not here to cause trouble but to end this miserable situation quickly. So everyone, please hear me out."

Dian quickly explained the plan he had thought of while coming to the command post.

"We'll infiltrate through the cliff, clear out the interior, and open the gates."

The commander and his staff were aghast, telling him not to talk nonsense, but Dian just shrugged.

"Do you have a better option? I heard before coming here that those bastards are using poison gas and landmines. There's only one entry route, and pushing infantry through there is out of the question. Anyone else have a brilliant idea?"

Dian looked around exaggeratedly with his hand raised, but no one offered an alternative.

With all approach routes blocked, climbing the cliff was the only viable option.

"But... how exactly do you plan to climb that cliff? We've considered it, but how would you get up such a height...?"

"That's our problem to solve, don't worry about it."

"Fine. We have nothing to lose. But don't criticize our legion's operations again."

"As you wish."

The commander agreed to Dian's plan, and at midnight that day, Linus and Dian attempted to infiltrate via the cliff.

# # # # #

"Hey, Linus. We have no choice."

Before climbing the cliff, Dian patted Linus's shoulder.

"It might not seem right to you, but what can we do? The legion is completely blinded by vengeance right now."

"I understand. It's just... I can't bear it."

"Then let's hurry up. The only solution is for us to end this quickly."

The cliff infiltration was far from smooth. It couldn't possibly be smooth.

They had to climb through unrecognizable, flattened corpses stuck to the cliff.

Meanwhile, both sides continued launching prisoners at each other with catapults.

Splat!

A demon soldier, thrown with poor aim, hit just above their heads and burst, sending blood and strange chunks into their mouths.

It was something with a soft, slippery, and unpleasantly strange texture.

Taking it out of his mouth, Dian found an eyeball with blood vessels and flesh dangling, staring right at him.

From that point on, tiny pieces of torn bodies with sticky blood rained down on Linus and him.

Climbing through this waterfall of blood and corpses, they had no choice but to use the hanging bodies as footholds.

"Ugh! I'm sorry...!"

Whenever the bodies, long exposed to the elements, couldn't bear their weight and tore apart, falling away, Linus would squeeze his eyes shut and apologize to the departed.

Eventually, they managed to scale the wall, slaughter the defensive forces, and rescue the human alliance prisoners who were awaiting their turn to be thrown by catapults.

There were very few survivors. Even those had suffered permanent disabilities, such as becoming mute from severe abuse.

Seeing this, Linus's expression was indescribably devastated.

"Dian... I don't know..."

With a face clouded by deep despair, Linus asked Dian.

"Was I... was I right to protest to the commander about the demon prisoners...?"

"It's not really a matter of right or wrong. People have their own values and ideals they pursue, and sometimes they conflict."

"I see..."

"If that weren't the case, why would wars happen? Wouldn't the Emperor and the Demon King just have a nice cup of tea together, shake hands, and be done with it?"

Linus slowly shook his head.

"I think I was wrong... Here, the commander was right..."

"Well, we're not just stopping after recapturing Ivronik Castle, are we? Let's think about it again after we've taken the Demon King's head."

Dian smiled and tore apart the Demon King's army flag he was holding, throwing the pieces away.

"Let's go down now. We need to take care of the surviving soldiers."

Dian and Linus descended the blood-covered tower stairs side by side.

# # # # #

"This is the very tower! This is where Sir Linus tore apart the Demon King's army flag right after recapturing the fortress."

The guide explained as we stood in the tower.

"You'll see that moment depicted magnificently in the Ivronik Recapture Memorial mural inside the fortress. Shall we move on?"

As I was about to descend the spotlessly clean stone stairs—no trace of blood from that time remained—and enter the inner fortress, I noticed several elderly men trimming trees in the inner courtyard with pruning shears. They appeared to be the caretakers here.

"When the Demon King's army occupied the fortress, everyone who remained here became prisoners," the guide explained as we paused in the courtyard.

"Back then, the Demon King's army routinely violated the laws of war, abusing or executing prisoners. That's why very few prisoners from Ivronik Castle survived. Those gentlemen over there are the survivors."

The guide pointed to the elderly men tending the garden.

"These veterans survived dramatically but lost their ability to speak due to the abuse by the Demon King's army. As part of veterans' benefits, our Ivronik Castle Management Department employs those survivors who wish to work here as caretakers, maintaining good relations with them."

As the guide introduced them, the elderly men turned toward us, removed their straw hats, and slightly bowed their heads with warm smiles.

"Please give a round of applause to these veterans who fought with their lives to make our present possible."

When the students applauded, the veterans bowed deeper in response.

"Now, everyone please come this way! Next, we'll see the mural of Sir Linus tearing apart the Demon King's army flag."

The students followed the guide into the inner fortress.

"Uh, uh, uh!"

As I was about to pass by the veterans at the back of the group, one of them suddenly made sounds and pointed at me.

"Excuse me? Me?"

"Uh! Uh! Uh-uh!"

Then the other veterans saw me and began rushing over.

"Uh-uh! Uh-uh... hnngh..."

The veterans grabbed my hands with their rough, calloused hands, shedding tears like raindrops.

After a moment of confusion, I realized the situation and smiled.

These people still remember my face.

"It's been a long time. I see you're all doing well."

As I spread my arms and embraced their shoulders, the veterans wept even more bitterly and bowed their heads.

Ch.62 - Visiting the Battlefield (8)
After exiting the elevator, Kirrin continued to follow Dian.

Since this was a secure tourist site with professors and teaching assistants controlling the students, there wasn't much for the principal to do.

The tour was being guided by a representative from the Castle Tourism Management Department, with Professor Ismera providing additional explanations.

This allowed Kirrin to comfortably stay by Dian's side.

"You're not a student, so shouldn't you be at the front? Why do you keep coming back here?"

"Hmm. I'm watching from behind to make sure no one falls behind."

Kirrin offered this flimsy excuse to Dian's question with a broad smile.

When Dian gave up asking further questions, Kirrin continued to trail behind him.

"When the Demon King's army occupied the castle, everyone who remained here was taken prisoner," the guide explained.

The guide paused in the inner courtyard to introduce the elderly caretakers.

They were veterans who had been captured by the Demon King's forces at Ivronik Castle and had narrowly escaped with their lives.

Fearing they might react angrily to her as a Dark Elf, Kirrin hid closely behind Dian.

"Now, let's enter the main castle!"

As the group proceeded into the main castle, Dian and Kirrin were at the rear, just passing by the veterans.

Suddenly, the veterans became excited and quickly approached Dian.

"Ugh! This is bad!"

Kirrin was terrified as the veterans rushed toward them with sharp pruning shears in their hands.

"Ugh... ugh..."

However, her fears of being stabbed with the pruning shears didn't materialize.

Instead, the veterans dropped their shears, firmly grasped Dian's hands, and began to shed tears.

Kirrin found this scene difficult to understand.

Just by appearance, Dian and the veterans had an age gap like that between a grandfather and a grown grandson.

One was the Head Professor of Combat at the Special Mission Academy, while the others were elderly veterans employed as part of a veterans' welfare program.

There seemed to be no connection or common ground between them...

"I'm glad to see you're doing well."

Yet Dian was comforting these veterans with a gentle voice, embracing their shoulders.

"I'm working as a professor at the Academy. We came here on a historical site visit. I was surprised by how much everything has changed since then."

Dian continued talking while the veterans nodded repeatedly, unable to stop their tears.

According to the Combat Department professors, Dian had participated in the recapture of this place, so they must have some connection from that time.

Watching Dian console the weeping elderly veterans, Kirrin felt something almost sacred and found herself tearing up with emotion.

She had always thought Dian was someone who took everything lightly and was simply cheerful, but he had this side to him...

"Ah..."

At that moment, Felimina, who had just joined the group, let out a soft gasp when she saw Dian.

# # # # #

While Kirrin was sniffling and wiping away tears, Felimina stood entranced, staring at Dian as if in a trance.

Felimina had just received sacred healing from Priestess Maya and had joined the group late.

She had experienced severe dizziness and nausea when "that memory" suddenly resurfaced while the guide was explaining Linus's infiltration route.

"That memory" referred to what she had seen inside Dian's mind at the tavern a few days ago.

After witnessing Dian's inner thoughts, a shocked Felimina had rushed out of the tavern and violently vomited against a wall.

She had nearly fainted from the unexpected horror that unfolded without warning.

Despite priding herself on being a master of psychological warfare who never wavered in most situations, there are no absolutes in this world.

What did I just see? Whose memory was that? Surely not Professor Dian's...?

But that's impossible... That couldn't be Professor Dian's memory...

"Wipe your mouth."

Startled by the sudden voice, Felimina almost collapsed.

A strong hand grabbed her arm, supporting her.

"Here, wipe your mouth."

Dian, who had followed her out, offered her a tissue.

"Th-thank you..."

Felimina wiped her mouth with the tissue, looking up at Dian with fearful eyes.

"Professor... who are you...?"

"You saw everything already, didn't you?"

"But that... that wasn't your memory. It was Sir Linus's memory."

The only person known to have climbed the cliff of Ivronik Castle when it was occupied by the Demon King's forces was the Hero of the Continent, Sir Linus.

Surely that was Sir Linus's...

Felimina suddenly felt goosebumps all over her body.

She recalled testimonies about two unknown humans that she had encountered while interrogating demons ten years ago.

A blond-haired man and a brown-haired man with messy hair who were always together.

The blond was definitely Sir Linus, which meant the brown-haired one was truly...

"Professor... you were Sir Linus's companion..."

"That's right. I've been working with Linus since our days as low-ranking soldiers."

Surprisingly, Dian readily revealed his identity.

"What you just saw was my memory of climbing the cliff during the recapture of Ivronik Castle with Linus. Quite a shocking scene, isn't it?"

"Yes..."

"Even battle-hardened soldiers lost their minds during that time, so it must have been overwhelming for you, who specialized in psychological warfare from the rear."

Felimina bit her lip and squeezed her eyes shut. It was a memory she never wanted to recall again.

"I enlisted as a low-ranking soldier in the 8th Legion, landed in the Kingdom of Avoca, and first met Linus there. Since then, we carried out various missions together. Of course, I can't talk about most of them in detail. Even as a participant, I can't carelessly reveal imperial secrets."

"Then... Professor, were you even part of the Demon King Assassination Task Force...?"

"When I was appointed, the Imperial Castle didn't provide the Academy with information about me."

Felimina tried to say something, but Dian continued.

"I don't know why they did that. I haven't asked yet. Whether it was for political purposes or simply to maintain the Academy's hierarchy. But the Imperial Castle must have had its reasons, right?"

"Yes..."

"I agree with the Imperial Castle. I don't want unnecessary attention. The kind of attention you're showing me, Felimina."

Though not explicitly stated, Felimina correctly understood this as a warning to "stop bothering me."

"So keep what you saw today and what I've told you to yourself. Even if you told others, they wouldn't believe you anyway. Not unless they saw it directly like you did."

Dian was right.

If Felimina were to run into the tavern right now and tell the other professors that she just saw Dian climbing the cliff of Ivronik Castle with Linus, that they had been working together since their days as low-ranking soldiers, that Dian was actually one of the heroes who saved the continent alongside Linus—how many would actually believe her?

Even the truth can seem like a lie when it's too outlandish.

"Are we done now? If you have more questions, let me know. I'll show you my memories anytime."

"I-I'll pass..."

Dian laughed loudly at Felimina's frightened stammering and went back into the tavern.

After that, Felimina never mentioned her suspicions about Dian's past. She had no desire to.

It wasn't just because of Dian's warning, but because the scene she had witnessed was so traumatic.

She was terrified that saying something unnecessary might trigger those memories to resurface.

That's why she had wanted to skip this historical site visit, but she couldn't miss the Academy's first-ever field trip since its founding.

Having barely composed herself and following the group into the courtyard, Felimina saw Dian comforting the veterans.

Throughout the Empire, there were countless paintings and statues featuring the Hero of the Continent, Linus.

Depictions of him leading the human alliance amidst the chaos of battle with a halo of light, or holding the severed head of the Demon King—things like that.

Felimina had seen many such works, but she could honestly say she had never felt as moved as she did now, watching Dian.

The sight of Dian embracing the veterans in the sunlight streaming through the narrow gorge was as beautiful and sacred as any artistic masterpiece glorifying Sir Linus.

Only then did Felimina realize.

Combat Head Professor Dian was one of the heroes who saved the continent alongside Sir Linus.

He was an unsung hero who had left all his achievements behind to live quietly.

And yet, there wasn't even a small monument commemorating this hero.

This was a fact she had failed to recognize, having been overwhelmed by the horrific scenes she had witnessed.

Felimina removed her glasses, wiped her eyes with her sleeve, and thought:

I'll keep his secret to myself, as Professor Dian wishes.

At least until Professor Dian or the Imperial Castle reveals the whole truth.

For someone like me to gossip about him would be a vulgar insult and terrible disrespect.

Felimina quietly bowed her head in silent prayer.

A savior living an ordinary life, seeking no reward, recognition, or praise for his achievements.

This was Felimina's small tribute to a hero who had been deliberately or accidentally hidden and forgotten.

However, contrary to Felimina's intention to respect Dian by keeping the truth to herself, several others had already witnessed the scene.
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"What the hell is that guy doing?"

Hindrasta crossed her arms and glared at Dian with an extremely displeased expression.

"Why is he making innocent old people cry?"

Hindrasta had been wandering around instead of following the guide's procession.

To Hindrasta, a dragon, things like "Four-Year War memorial sites" held absolutely no meaning.

So she was standing around indifferently when suddenly these human elders burst into tears upon seeing Dian.

"That garbage of a man shows no mercy even to his own kind. Even to the elderly."

"Well, I guess that's why he chased after me and committed such atrocities. Would anyone in their right mind do that?"

"And why are those women crying and making a fuss?"

Hindrasta clicked her tongue as she watched Kirrin and Pelemia shedding tears.

Scratch, scratch, scratch.

Just as Hindrasta was about to leave, unable to stand watching these humans any longer, she turned her head at a strange sound.

Maya, the priestess from the infirmary, was quietly taking notes in her notebook while looking at Dian.

"This woman is always scribbling something. What's she writing in there?"

"Please don't come any closer."

When Hindrasta tried to sneak a peek, Priestess Maya moved away.

"I'm not looking, I'm not. It's probably nothing special anyway."

Maya didn't react at all to Hindrasta's sarcasm and continued writing.

Bored, Hindrasta clicked her tongue, turned around, and promptly buried her face in Knightley's chest.

"Ugh! What the—!"

Knightley, much taller than Hindrasta, seemed not to have properly registered that Hindrasta had planted her face in her chest.

She was staring blankly at Dian over Hindrasta's head.

"Move. Don't block me."

When Knightley showed no signs of moving, Hindrasta stubbornly pushed her face against Knightley's chest.

Only then did Knightley notice Hindrasta's presence and pushed her head aside.

"Hey!"

But Knightley quickly forgot about Hindrasta and stared vacantly at Dian again.

"What's going on? Why are the war veterans reacting like that to Professor Dian?"

"They seem to know each other, but how did they meet?"

Professor Dian had said he lived in Brunswell for ten years.

That would have been right after the war ended, so if he knew the veterans, it must have been during the war.

Could Professor Dian have participated in the recapture of Ivronik Castle?

Suddenly, Knightley remembered what Professor Dian had said when they returned after capturing the troll.

He'd claimed to be friends with Sir Linus, saying they had done many activities together.

At the time, Knightley thought Professor Dian was telling an outrageous lie just to tease her.

But now, seeing Professor Dian with the war veterans, she found herself thinking—hard as it was to believe—that it might actually be true.

But that made no sense...

Why would someone so remarkable be working as a mere head professor at the academy?

Seeing Knightley's confusion, Hindrasta quickly assessed the situation and grinned.

"You're curious about what the head professor used to do?"

"Do you know something?"

Hindrasta's smile widened at Knightley's question.

"I know a few things. You might faint from shock if you heard them."

"Hmm, really? Let's hear it then."

"That guy was hunting me during the war."

Knightley stared blankly at Hindrasta.

"Why would the head professor be hunting you during the war?"

"I'm actually a dragon..."

"What nonsense."

"Hey! I wasn't finished!"

As Knightley walked away with a sigh, Hindrasta shouted and chased after her.

# # # # #

Meanwhile, Morton and several other Combat Department professors were also watching the scene.

"He definitely is a war veteran as he claimed. It wasn't just boasting."

At Lina's words, Morton quietly stroked his beard, lost in thought.

This seemed odd for a simple war veteran.

Professor Dian was too unscathed for someone who participated in the recapture of Ivronik Castle.

He certainly seemed to have been a special task force member rather than an ordinary soldier.

But was there any special task force activity at Ivronik Castle worth noting?

Nothing came to mind except Sir Linus personally climbing the cliff to open the castle gate.

One could assume the special task force was deployed but failed, but then how did Professor Dian survive so intact?

It felt like a crucial link was missing.

However, Morton couldn't dare to guess what that link might be.

Or rather, he had guessed but couldn't bring himself to say it out loud.

Could the records have been falsified...?

What if it was Professor Dian who did it, not Sir Linus...?

Or perhaps they did it together...?

If Sir Linus had led Dian, then a special task force member, up the cliff, everything would make sense.

After all, Sir Linus himself had experience as a special task force member.

Then why hadn't Professor Dian appeared in the historical spotlight?

Obviously because the Imperial Castle focused all attention on Sir Linus.

There would have been no place for a mere special task force member like Professor Dian.

Did Professor Dian really climb that cliff with Sir Linus...?

Unlike the deeply contemplative Morton, the other professors showed only positive reactions, each according to their personality.

Lina wiped away tears like the other female professors, while Waver and Orendi were deeply moved. These people always saw the good in everything.

Brogue and Kazadar were nowhere to be seen, and Geneve just stood silently in the shadow of the castle. No one could tell what he was thinking.

Professor Anna was scratching her head and muttering to herself about how the castle courtyard grass looked good quality and would be nice for a pasture. She cared about nothing but horses.

Many other students also witnessed the reunion between Dian and the war veterans, but few questioned or thought deeply about it.

There were only baseless rumors—that the silver-tongued Professor Dian had said "thank you for your service" and moved the veterans to tears, or that Professor Dian had once volunteered here.

These young students had grown up hearing the legends of Sir Linus since childhood.

For them, the hero of the Ivronik Castle recapture was Sir Linus, and they couldn't even imagine the possibility that someone else might have assisted him.

# # # # #

After touring the entire castle, including the mural of Sir Linus inside, Professor Ismera led the students out of the castle.

The morning tour was over, and now they would go down to eat lunch before returning.

As Professor Ismera was loading students onto the elevator one by one with the other professors, she suddenly felt anger rising within her.

Where on earth did the principal disappear to?!

Wait, I just realized the Combat Head Professor is missing too!

Are they dumping all the work on me while they go off somewhere together?!

Fuming, Ismera left the scene to the other professors and stormed back to the castle.

"Oh my, the pointy-eared professor is angry."

Kazadar chuckled and stepped aside as he saw Ismera looking ready to bite someone's head off.

Seeing Dian and Kirrin walking from behind, Ismera strode toward them and snapped:

"What do you think you're doing?"

"Excuse me? What do you mean?"

When Dian blinked in confusion, Ismera lost her self-control and shrieked:

"You! The Head Professor of Combat! If you came on this field trip, you should fulfill your duties! How dare you leave everything to me while you leisurely take a stroll!"

"A stroll?"

"Eeek! My patience has limits! And Principal!"

"M-me...?!"

Kirrin responded with formal speech, startled.

"Yes, you! Principal! I'm talking to you!"

Ismera was about to continue when a guide came running from the other direction.

"Excuse me! Professor! Professor!"

The guide blocked Dian's path, forcing Ismera to step back, bewildered by the unexpected interruption.

"You finally came."

Ismera's eyes widened in confusion as the guide took Dian's hand.

"Our war veterans have been waiting for you to come."

"Ah, yes... You don't need to mention that."

Dian looked around with an uncomfortable expression.

"The fact that they're working here in this place with such terrible memories—it was all because of that. They believed you would return someday."

The guide continued, shaking Dian's hand.

"At first, I thought they were talking about Sir Linus, but they insisted it wasn't him. Since they can't speak, communication wasn't perfect, but they said it was someone else. To be honest, I didn't believe that story until this morning..."

Overcome with emotion, the guide paused briefly.

"Thank you for coming. Now the veterans can finally find peace. And this..."

The guide held out a heavy pouch.

"This is what the veterans have been saving bit by bit from their wages. Though it's modest, it represents their feelings..."

"Eek!? Don't give me that!"

Dian frantically waved both hands, refusing it.

"I didn't come here for this. Please tell them that seeing them living well is reward enough for me. Now I must go!"

Dian grabbed Kirrin's wrist and fled outside the castle.

What, what is going on here...?

Bewildered, Ismera turned to the guide to ask what had just happened.

"Excuse me, what was that all about?"

But the guide was already heading back into the castle, sniffling and wiping tears.

"Professor Ismera! Hurry! This is the last elevator!"

As she was about to follow the guide, professors from the opposite direction called out to her.

Caught in the middle, Ismera eventually headed toward the elevator.

What was that all about...?
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After returning to the Academy, I resumed my normal routine.

Following the morning meeting, I patrolled the campus, supervised various classes, grabbed snacks at the dessert café, and exercised with the professors in the afternoon.

Fortunately, the Academy has a well-maintained tennis court.

I often gather with professors there for team matches with money on the line.

Today, Anna and I formed a team against Lina and Waver.

At first, I had serious doubts about Anna playing tennis.

She's usually quite sluggish and her body type doesn't seem suited for intense sports.

But once the game started, those doubts completely vanished.

Whack-!!

Anna's racket swings were devastatingly powerful, putting her full weight behind each hit. Waver and Lina had to frantically dash around the court trying to return balls that flew like bullets.

Since I'd played quite a bit of tennis in my previous life, our team ended up winning by an overwhelming margin.

"Wow, this is... we're completely outmatched."

Waver clicked his tongue with his hands on his hips, while Lina was busy fanning her chest to cool down.

"Well done, Anna."

"Thank you...."

Anna mumbled with her head down, letting her racket dangle.

"So you two are buying snacks today, right? Let's go quickly. I'm thirsty!"

We all headed to the dessert café and ordered drinks like juice.

"Delicious...."

Anna said gloomily as she sipped her juice extremely slowly with audible slurps.

"Professor, I've been wondering about something," Lina, sitting across from me, asked.

"When we visited the historical battlefield, those veterans were crying when they saw you. Were they people you met during the recapture operation?"

"Yes, that's right. I thought they would have forgotten after ten years."

"How could they forget someone they met in such a place? So were you in the same legion?"

"No, I wasn't. I was on the attacking side, and they were trapped inside the fortress."

"Ah, I see. So you must have met them when you rescued them after Lord Linus recaptured the fortress. Wow. What an incredible connection."

Lina stared at me with admiration in her eyes.

I often think Lina is just like a retriever—friendly and positive, wagging her tail to greet everyone.

"Head Professor, look over there," Waver said, raising his hand to point.

He was indicating the rear of the main building where the faculty offices were located.

Someone was standing by the window where Waver pointed, but quickly disappeared from view. It was Ismera, the Head Professor of Theory.

"She's been watching us for a while. She's been doing that often since the battlefield visit."

Back then, Ismera had been furious that Kirrin and I were leisurely strolling while leaving the students behind.

It wasn't so much that she had a nasty personality, but rather that she felt a strong sense of responsibility as both Head Professor of Theory and Acting Vice Principal.

Not that Kirrin and I were slacking off, but still.

Perhaps that's why Ismera's gaze had become even more hostile than before.

Previously, she'd always maintained a smile with that typical elven demeanor, but lately she'd been openly displaying her emotions.

Being a pure-blooded elf, even that expression looked pretty, but it's still uncomfortable being glared at from behind like that.

Well, I should be understanding—her insides must have been burning black with frustration because of Kirrin before, and now because of me.

When I visit the Imperial Castle next time, I should talk to the Princess about promoting Ismera to Principal.

The Academy has stabilized now, and I don't necessarily need to be the Principal anymore.

I think the best arrangement would be for me to remain as Head Professor of Combat, Kirrin to step down to Assassination Professor, and Ismera to become Principal.

The only problem is the Emperor's obsession.

What kind of promise would make him install the daughter of a defecting Dark Elf as Principal and ensure no one could touch her?

If the Princess responds positively to promoting Ismera to Principal, perhaps I should meet with that Nemara fellow to discuss it.

It's not urgent, so I'll think about it later.

# # # # #

After bathing at the marketplace bathhouse with Waver, I leisurely headed home.

After several spring rains, we were gradually entering summer.

The sky had already turned purple, with stars peeking out in the eastern sky. The lukewarm breeze blowing from the unseen ocean cooled my body's heat after the bath.

It feels so good.

I ran around desperately to save Linus until the prologue point, then killed the Demon King and reached the ending according to the story.

I didn't know what would happen after the ending, so I planned to hide quietly and enjoy the rest of my life, but unexpectedly got dragged to this Academy.

And I'm thoroughly enjoying life here.

They say there's no paradise where you run away to, but that's only because people run to places that aren't paradise.

If you just run to good places like I did, it works out fine.

"Ah, right!"

I stopped walking as a thought suddenly occurred to me.

I still haven't checked that patient record from Priestess Maya!

Should I go now?

No, Olicia is waiting at home with dinner prepared. I'll drop by when I go to work tomorrow.

But how exactly am I supposed to get access to the patient records?

As I was pondering this while walking, I suddenly sensed someone ahead.

Looking up, I saw Kirrin leaning against a wall. She straightened up in surprise when she saw me.

"D-Dian... heading home after work?"

"What are you doing here?"

"Um, I was also on my way home..."

What is this Dark Elf saying? Her dormitory is in the opposite direction.

"Do you need something?"

"Well... since we've met by chance, and the timing is a bit awkward..."

Kirrin kept hesitating and beating around the bush.

"Since we're here... would you like to have dinner together...?"

"Haven't you eaten yet? I don't mind."

"R-really! Then let's go!"

An excited Kirrin rushed over and stuck close to my side.

And a little while later.

"Dian... I meant going to a restaurant in town... but this is the opposite direction..."

As we kept walking toward my house, Kirrin looked around nervously.

"I suggested dinner, not... anything else..."

"What are you talking about? We are going to eat."

"But this area is so secluded that no one would know if something happened..."

"I don't know what you're thinking, but it's not like that. We're here."

When we stopped in front of my house, Kirrin's eyes widened.

"Th-this place...?!"

"Hey, Olicia! I'm home! And I brought a guest!"

"Eek?!"

As Olicia's footsteps approached, Kirrin backed away in panic.

"See you tomorrow, Dian!"

With those words, Kirrin fled at the incredible speed typical of Dark Elves.

"Welcome home. But where's the guest? Why are you alone?"

"They were here, but disappeared."

"What? Were you joking? Come in. Dinner's ready."

While eating with Olicia, I brought up the story about Kirrin.

Olicia nodded knowingly and clicked her tongue.

"She must have been too embarrassed to come inside."

"Did something happen?"

"Remember what I told you before? About the Principal coming to look for you the day you visited Lord Linus's house."

"Ah! Right, right. I remember now."

That time, Kirrin had been caught by Olicia sniffing my freshly laundered shirt.

I'd completely forgotten about that. No wonder she panicked when I brought her to my house.

"Dian, what exactly is your relationship with the Principal?"

"We don't have any relationship."

"Does the Principal think the same way?"

"How would I know? Give me more food."

While bringing food from the kitchen pot, Olicia said:

"I think it's obvious the Principal likes you. Why else would she be sniffing your clothes? If she didn't like you and did that, she'd be a crazy woman."

"I know she has feelings for me. But that's all there is. Nothing else yet."

"Hmm, I see."

Olicia puffed her cheeks, deep in thought without eating.

Of course I know Kirrin likes me. I'm neither stupid nor oblivious.

But that's really as far as it goes. Right now, I don't have any feelings for Kirrin beyond sympathy.

Just because someone likes me doesn't mean I have to like them back.

But Olicia seems to think differently.

"Dian," she said with an extremely serious expression and tone.

"You should give it a try with the Principal."

"Give what a try?"

"Try developing your relationship in a positive direction."

"Why should I do that?"

"Because you're getting to the age where you should think about marriage. How long do you plan to live like this?"

"I plan to continue. Being single is comfortable."

"That's ridiculous. People need partners. And the Principal is a good woman."

I waited quietly, wondering what she was getting at.

"She's pretty, has a nice figure, is kind, and she's the Principal of the Royal Academy. Although being a Dark Elf is a bit of an issue, who cares? We're not at war now."

"So, you're saying I should marry Kirrin?"

"If that happens, I'd be happy."

"Why would you be happy about me getting married? Ah, I get it."

This kid.

She thinks if I marry Principal Kirrin, she'll never be kicked out of the Academy and can continue living here in the capital.

No matter how clever she is, she's still a child.

"Invite the Principal to our home sometime. I'll prepare a lavish meal. I'll even clean up the master bedroom nicely."

"You've got quite a mouth on you for someone so young."

As I reached out to flick her forehead, Olicia quickly dodged and then snapped her fingers as if remembering something.

"Oh right, mail came for you. Looks like an invitation."

"An invitation?"

Olicia brought over an envelope from the living room table.

It was an invitation to the "Tatanoko Village Reconstruction Day Celebration."

This must be from Linus.

When we last met, he asked me to join him for an event at the village we saved from the Demon King's army—this must be it.
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"I never thought Tatanoko Village would still be around. It's quite remarkable.

I thought it would be reduced to ashes, never to rise again.

When Linus and I were passing by the village, the Demon King's forces were already setting it on fire.

We jumped in belatedly to save the villagers, but we couldn't protect the houses that had already caught fire.

As I was reminiscing about that time while looking at the invitation, Olicia peered over from across the table.

"What's that?"

"Oh, this. It's an invitation to a village event."

"What kind of village event?"

"It's a place I saved during the war long ago, and they're asking me to come."

"Really? Then you should go. When is it?"

"This weekend."

"Oh, perfect! I'll prepare some nice clothes for you to wear, Dian. And you should get a haircut while you're at it. Stop by the salon in the shopping district after work tomorrow."

"Sure, sure. Without you, I'd probably be living like a beggar."

When I made that joke, Olicia shrugged with a smug expression.

What a funny kid.

# # # # #

"Head Professor! Let's play tennis!"

The next day, as I was leaving work, Lina came running and grabbed my arm.

Behind her stood Anna, fidgeting awkwardly after being dragged along by Lina.

"Do you have money to burn? You're obviously going to lose again today. Besides, I'm busy. I need to get a haircut."

"Are you going to a wedding or something?"

"Something like that. Let's play tennis tomorrow."

"Oh, then let's go to the salon together!"

What is she talking about now?

Lina linked arms with Anna and said, "Anna needs a trim too. Since you're going anyway, let us come along."

"No, I... I'm fine..."

"How is this fine? Come on, follow me."

Anna's hair does look a bit shaggy. She probably doesn't pay any attention to it except for washing.

She's completely different from Lina, who always keeps herself well-groomed.

Speaking of which, about Lina and Anna's names.

Lina's real name is actually Linders, but she asked everyone to call her "Lina" because Linders sounded too masculine.

There's no special relationship between her and Anna that explains why their names are similar.

"Oh my goodness! My word!"

When we entered the salon in the shopping district, the owner greeted me with exaggerated excitement.

"Who do we have here? Aren't you the Head Professor of Combat?!"

"This is my first time here."

"First time or not, who wouldn't know you? Is there anyone at the Academy who doesn't know the Head Professor of Combat? Are you here for a haircut?"

"Yes."

"This way, please, this way."

The owner pushed my shoulders and seated me in the center chair.

There were several more chairs to my left and right, where students were stealing glances at me.

"Professor Anna is here for a haircut too."

"I see. Professor, please sit here."

At Lina's urging, Anna hesitantly sat in the chair next to mine.

Another stylist took care of her while the owner personally attended to me.

"How would you like your hair cut?"

"Just make it neat. The same style as now."

"Your current style is nice, but for a handsome man like you, I'd recommend this style."

The owner brought over a book and opened it for me.

It contained various hairstyles drawn in remarkably realistic detail.

"Isn't this what the male students are wearing these days? I'd prefer to keep it the same as now."

"I understand..."

The owner picked up scissors with a somewhat disappointed look.

"No, no... just a little, just a tiny bit..."

"Shouldn't we cut at least this much? Summer is coming soon."

"No, no, no..."

Meanwhile, Anna was arguing with her stylist about hair length.

The stylist wanted to drastically cut Anna's shaggy hair, but Anna absolutely refused such an extreme change.

After intense discussion with Lina joining in, they finally settled on a moderate trim that could be tied back tightly.

"Professor, you should come more often."

As I was chuckling at the commotion, the owner spoke while working on my hair.

"Or do you go to another salon downtown?"

"I just cut it myself at home with a razor."

"What? Really?"

It's true. I just slice off the longer hair with a razor.

Olicia makes a fuss about it, but what can I do? It's convenient.

It's a habit I've had since my transmigration to this world.

From enlistment until the end of the war, I didn't have the luxury of visiting proper salons, so I just cut it roughly. Now it's become second nature, and I've reached a level where I can make it look decent with just a razor.

"Well, how does this look?"

Looking in the mirror after the owner had finished trimming my hair, it definitely looked neat.

"It looks good."

"Now let's wash your hair."

As the owner carefully washed my hair with warm water, she asked, "How's the water temperature?"

"Perfect. Like paradise."

After washing my hair completely, the owner offered a scalp massage since it was my first visit, and I agreed.

She applied a wonderfully fragrant oil to my head and massaged it gently, which felt surprisingly good.

"Feels nice, doesn't it?"

"Yes, it does..."

The rhythmic pressure on my scalp made me so drowsy that I drifted off to sleep before I knew it.

# # # # #

"Ah, that feels good!"

Coming out of the ice-cold stream, my whole body felt refreshed and alive again.

"Hey, Linus. Come on in!"

"I'm fine."

On the other side of the stream, Linus was vigilantly watching the entrance to the valley.

"I don't see any signs of them yet."

"Of course not. We've been running for two days straight. You should come wash up too. Otherwise, you might collapse by tomorrow morning."

"Well..."

"And washing off our scent will make it harder for them to track us."

Finding that logic sound, Linus slowly came down the slope, took off his clothes, and entered the stream.

Meanwhile, I got dressed and climbed up to where Linus had been standing to look back at the path we'd fled along.

"I don't see any lights or sense any auras. Maybe they think we're dead and have turned back?"

"I hope so."

Linus replied as he splashed water over himself in the stream.

"I hope we can make it back to battalion headquarters safely..."

Our squad had been wiped out, and only the two of us had survived and were now fleeing.

The legion had decided to dispatch a squad for reconnaissance of enemy territory, and unfortunately, it was our squad.

Our squad leader was a newly commissioned officer who had just been assigned to the front lines for the first time—a madman obsessed with promotion.

For reference, the previous squad leader had been removed from his position after I reported him to the battalion for embezzling supplies.

I had originally planned to let it slide, but after seeing him order a charge against an ogre vanguard, I had a terrible premonition that if we stayed under his command, we'd die before ever reaching the Demon King.

Then the new squad leader arrived, and he was even worse.

If the previous one was just incompetent, this one was both incompetent and greedy.

Before we left on our reconnaissance mission, the squad leader inspected our equipment and openly declared that this was our chance to achieve great merit.

Not content with crossing the advance limit line set by the legion, he discovered a Demon King's battalion bivouac and issued the insane order to launch a night raid.

The result was the complete annihilation of our squad.

Not the kind of annihilation where combat effectiveness drops below 70% or whatever. I mean literally everyone died.

Somehow, only Linus and I survived and were now retreating toward the distant battalion headquarters.

That crazy squad leader. If we had died near the advance limit line, we probably would have reached battalion headquarters by today.

We had penetrated so deep into enemy territory that no matter how much we ran, there was no sign of the battalion headquarters.

Judging by the terrain, it would take another day or two to get there.

Let's rest today.

They wouldn't chase this far just to catch two soldiers, and if we were to continue running, we needed to sleep tonight.

"You're right, Dian. I'll take the first watch."

As I was making a bed with branches and fallen leaves in a hollow, Linus climbed up the slope of the stream.

"Alright. Wake me up later."

With those words, I fell asleep as soon as my head touched the ground.

Some time later.

"Dian, Dian!"

Linus shook me awake vigorously.

"What is it...?"

"A village is under attack over there!"

"What?"

Following Linus up the slope, I poked my head out and indeed saw a small village not far away, engulfed in flames.

It was a village we hadn't noticed earlier because there had been no lights.

"Look there. It's the Demon King's army."

Linus pointed to a corner of the village.

Sure enough, I could see creatures with horns on their heads carrying torches and moving around the village.

And I could hear the screams of people fleeing from them.

"They've managed to stay here all this time without evacuating."

"Let's help them, Dian."

"Us? How can we help? There are only two of us, and they look like at least a squad."

"But if we leave them, they'll all die."

That was true, but...

After a moment of conflict, I shook my head.

If we didn't hold back now, Linus and I might never get the chance to kill the Demon King.

"Linus, I understand how you feel, but..."

"Waaaaaaaaah!!"

Just then, we heard the piercing cry of a child.

A little boy, about six years old, had fallen while running with a baby strapped to his back.

"Dian!"

Seeing this, Linus grabbed my shoulder.

"We said we'd kill the Demon King, right? But if we ignore this now, I think I'll live in regret for the rest of my life, even after killing the Demon King!"

"Damn it all!"

Seeing the little boy covering the fallen baby with his body, I jumped to my feet.

"Let's go, Linus! Let's beat the hell out of those horn-freaks!"

"Professor?!"

Just as I was about to run down the slope, someone shook my shoulder.

I opened my eyes to find the salon owner looking down at me.

"What?"

"Were you dreaming? You were saying something about Linus and horn-freaks...?"

"I was?"

Looking around, I saw that everyone in the salon, including Anna and Lina, was staring at me.
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"Are you alright, Professor...?"

When Lina asked worriedly, I shook my head with a smile.

"Yeah, I'm fine. It was just a dream. Don't worry about it, everyone."

Having just seen the invitation to the Tatanoko Village event, of course I'd have a dream like this.

After the scalp massage, my hair looked pretty decent.

"Oh my goodness!"

Lina clasped her hands together and made a fuss when she saw me.

"You should have cut it like this ages ago! It looks soooooo good! Don't you think, Anna?"

"Ah, yes..."

Anna glanced at me briefly before hurriedly lowering her gaze and mumbling.

This isn't wartime anymore, and with a salon right next door, I should come more often.

The salon owner was beside herself with joy at my comment.

"Professor, I'll personally take care of you from now on. You must come back, okay?"

"Yes, yes. Thank you."

When we went outside, students who had come to the shopping district during their free time after classes shouted and rushed toward us.

"It's the Head Professor!"

"Professor Dian!"

The students' enthusiasm was so overwhelming that Anna and Lina disappeared into the crowd.

"Your hair looks amazing!" "You're so handsome!"

"When will you give me private lessons?!"

"Secret Prince!!"

Young people at their prime are certainly noisy.

And "Secret Prince"? I can't believe some still believe in that ridiculous rumor.

I responded casually while heading toward the faculty area when something caught my eye.

It was Kirrin, hiding at the corner of the shopping district, secretly watching me.

If I had to guess, she probably came to ask me to have dinner with her today but missed her chance when the students swarmed around me.

When I waved at her, Kirrin instantly vanished.

# # # # #

"Hmm, what could it be..."

After being somewhat forcibly separated from Dian.

Professor Lina walked alone, lost in thought.

"Hmmmm, what was that..."

"What are you wondering about, Professor...?"

Anna, who was walking beside her, asked gloomily, and Lina stopped and turned to face her.

"You heard the Head Professor talking in his sleep just now, didn't you?"

"Well... I couldn't hear clearly... He suddenly shouted so..."

"I clearly heard 'Linus' and 'Horn-freak.' Hmmmm... what could it mean..."

"Is that really such a big issue...? I don't see why..."

As Lina continued pondering, Anna hesitantly spoke up.

"It was just sleep-talking... Everyone knows Lord Linus... and since the Professor is a war veteran... maybe he was dreaming about fighting alongside Lord Linus..."

"Could that be it... Hmmmmmm..."

But Lina couldn't dismiss it as easily as Anna did.

She had always believed that whatever Dian had done in the past wasn't particularly important.

However, the sudden outburst from Professor Dian while he was asleep during the scalp massage was too vivid.

"Where are you two coming from? Oh? Anna, you cut your hair?"

Just then, Professor Pelemia greeted them from across the way, and Lina rushed over to ask her.

"Professor! You used psychological warfare on the Head Professor before, didn't you?"

"What? Um... no...?"

Pelemia adjusted her glasses and avoided eye contact.

"You did! Isn't that why you ended up kneeling and throwing up?"

"That was just... because I drank too much alcohol..."

"What? Professor! You don't think I failed to notice you using psychological warfare, do you?"

Speechless, Pelemia hastily straightened her cloak and stepped back.

"Fine. I did attempt psychological warfare. But I failed. What about it?"

"That's not it. The Head Professor was talking strangely in his sleep at the salon earlier."

After explaining what happened at the salon, Pelemia shook her head as if she had no idea.

"I don't know either. It's just sleep-talking. Why are you reading so much into it?"

"Is that so... But if you had heard it yourself, Professor Pelemia, I'm sure you would have been suspicious too."

"Suspicious of what... Well, you all take care."

"Goodbye."

Pelemia quickly walked away from Lina and Anna, heading toward the dormitory.

When she had seen Dian reunite with the war veterans at Ivronik Castle, Pelemia had decided never to reveal his identity to anyone.

Revealing the truth against Dian's wishes would be nothing short of an insult to a hero who had made noble sacrifices.

So she consistently feigned ignorance to Lina's questions...

But Professor Lina, despite her seemingly pleasant exterior, possessed remarkably sharp intuition and keen judgment.

She had noticed that Pelemia had used psychological warfare on Dian at the bar that day, and with just one sleep-talking incident, she had instantly approached the boundary of truth.

But Pelemia couldn't step forward to defend Dian either.

Still, she wasn't worried.

Professor Dian was one of the heroes who saved the continent alongside Lord Linus.

He wasn't someone Professor Lina could challenge out of mere curiosity.

# # # # #

"Is this what you really look like?"

Olicia looked at me in my suit with a satisfied expression.

"How nice it would be if you dressed like this all the time."

I'm currently wearing a suit that Olicia bought from a ready-made clothing store in town, along with shiny shoes.

Today is the day of the Tatanoko Village Reconstruction Ceremony.

"Ohhh, yes, yes. As the Head Professor of Combat at the Imperial Special Mission Academy, this is how you should look."

Olicia patted my shoulders repeatedly with a pleased smile.

"Well, I'll be going now."

I walked from the faculty area toward the main gate. Linus had arranged to send a carriage there.

"Hello, Anna."

"Huh...? Who are you...?"

Anna, who was carrying an armful of something toward the stable, stared at me with a dumbfounded expression.

"It's me."

"H-Head Professor...?"

"What are you doing this weekend? Going to see the kids?"

"Oh, yes... But your clothes today... um..."

Anna stammered something incoherent before hurriedly fleeing in the opposite direction.

As I continued toward the main gate, I saw a crowd of students gathered ahead.

Students going out for weekend leave.

"Huh?! It's Professor Dian!!"

As I tried to turn aside, someone spotted me and screamed.

"Where, where?!"

At that sound, students began flocking toward me like a herd of sheep.

"Professor Dian!! You look so handsome!"

"Where are you going?!"

"Hmm. Going to marry a dragon."

Though it wasn't particularly funny, the students burst into laughter.

But there was one student who looked absolutely horrified.

"W-what are you saying... Marrying a dragon...!?"

It was the pink-haired White Dragon, Hindrasta.

Does she ever actually study instead of just going out all the time?

"If it's a dragon... there's only me..."

Hindrasta was trembling and muttering crazy things to herself.

"No, no... I will never mate with someone like you!!!!!!"

The students turned to look at Hindrasta, startled by her almost dragon-roar-like scream.

"You beat me up before, and now you're thinking of raping me?! No! Just kill me instead! Kill me!!"

"Sophie, what's wrong with you...?!"

The lower-ranked students who practically worshipped Hindrasta looked concerned as she burst into tears and started running.

"Waaaaaah! Save me!!"

"Where are you going?! Aren't you going out?!"

The lower-ranked students chased after Hindrasta as she fled toward the dormitory.

Sigh, that crazy dragon. Tsk tsk.

"You look handsome."

As I watched Hindrasta rapidly disappearing, Knightley pushed through the students and appeared.

"Are you going out too?"

"Yes. But where are you going?"

"I told you. Going to marry a dragon."

"Ha. I see. If you're going to town, shall we go together? We're heading the same way."

"I'll go by myself."

"I've called a carriage too. Come on, let's go together."

Knightley pointed with her chin at a carriage standing at the main gate.

Wait a minute, that carriage...

"The rest of you come in a different carriage."

Knightley turned to her followers with an icy gaze as she opened the carriage door.

"This carriage is for the Head Professor and me."

"Umm, okay..."

As her followers backed away, Knightley snorted and climbed into the carriage first.

But she froze halfway into her seat.

"Huh...?"

"Seems you've mistaken the carriage."

"Uh..."

Knightley's eyes widened to the point of almost popping out when she saw Linus sitting across from her seat.

Oh dear, this was Linus's carriage.

"Uh, um... so..."

Surprisingly, Knightley, who was usually cynical, scratched her head stupidly.

"So... Lord Linus...?"

"Move aside, girl. This isn't your carriage."

When I urged her from behind, Knightley awkwardly backed down the steps.

"You seem quite popular at the academy, Dian."

Linus chuckled softly as I got into the carriage and closed the door.

"A student casually trying to share a carriage with the Head Professor."

"She's exceptionally ill-mannered. That's Knightley Toulouse I mentioned before."

"Ah, yes. The daughter of Duke Toulouse. Her boldness will make her a great figure someday."

"That remains to be seen. But I do acknowledge she has exceptional ability. An ordinary student would have given up halfway through what I've assigned her."

"Blood will tell. By the way."

Linus looked me up and down.

"You're dressed very nicely."

"Olicia made a fuss about it. Said it was a matter of courtesy."

"She did well. The villagers will appreciate it too."

I wonder about that. I'm not so sure.

But I hope Knightley will be alright.

Of course she will.

Who would believe her if she went around saying, "Lord Linus came to the academy gate in a carriage and took Professor Dian away"?

# # # # #

"Knightley. Knightley!"

"Yes...?"

Knightley blinked as if waking from a dream at Professor Lina's call.

"What are you doing standing here in a daze?"

Lina had discovered Knightley standing foolishly by the roadside while on her way to town for an errand.

After staring at Professor Lina for a moment, Knightley finally managed to speak.

"Professor... I saw Lord Linus..."

"Huh?"

"I saw Lord Linus... just now..."

"What are you talking about? Lord Linus?"

"He was in that carriage..."

Knightley pointed at a carriage disappearing down the road.

"Professor Dian got in and left with him..."

"The Head Professor...?"

In that moment, Lina recalled the sleep-talking incident from yesterday at the salon.

"P-Professor? Where are you going? Hey! That's the carriage I called!?"

"Please follow that carriage!"

Lina jumped into a carriage that had just stopped at the main gate and ordered it to follow the departing vehicle.
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"How have you been, Dian?"

Linus asked as I was looking out the window of the moving carriage.

"You look like you've been well."

"I've been great. There's no reason not to be."

I turned away from the window with a smile.

"These days the Principal works hard, nobody bothers me, and the Academy has everything I need. Everything's perfect—except for you inviting me to this event today."

"Haha. I'm sorry. But I had no choice."

Linus raised both hands in surrender.

"You have no idea how desperately the people of Tatanoko Village have been searching for you these past ten years. Though I understand you don't want to bask in past glory and attract attention, I think your mind might change once you get there."

"I'm not so sure about that. I still don't know."

"By the way, have you checked the patient records yet?"

"I haven't had the chance. The timing never works out."

"I see. As you know, Rormane is—"

"Stop. What's the point of bringing up Rormane on a day like this?"

Linus closed his mouth with an awkward smile.

"I visited Ivronik Castle recently for a battlefield tour."

I changed the subject to shake off thoughts of Rormane.

"It's changed so much. It's become quite the tourist attraction, hasn't it?"

"The Imperial Castle exaggerated my achievements to gain public favor and deliberately made it that way."

"I thought so. There's even a mural of you and markings on the cliff."

"Ah, yes..."

Linus touched his forehead in embarrassment and let out a long sigh.

"When I first heard about the development plans, I opposed them. As you know, recapturing Ivronik Castle wasn't just our achievement. We simply added the final drop that tipped the scales, stepping over the bodies of those who died before us."

"That's right. So many died before we even got there."

"Ignoring all that and using only my name as the banner is an insult to those who died there. I wasn't even the only one who climbed that cliff."

"It is pretty ridiculous."

"I suggested preserving the original form of Ivronik Castle and engraving the names of the fallen on the cliff. But the result is what you saw there. Tour guides, cafes, souvenir shops, murals. It's not even funny."

Linus continued speaking with a hardened expression, looking out the window.

"Now that you're back in the Empire, you'll probably see many more similar things. The Empire is filled with places like Ivronik Castle."

A string of familiar place names flowed from Linus's mouth.

Camel Pass, Derbion, Kalias, Rajoram, Black Swamp, Orandir, Pinlook, Fensimian, Tiraelen, and many others.

"Without exception, any place where you and I briefly visited has some small monument or statue installed. These are all the desperate results of the Emperor trying to maintain his political life."

After the war, the Empire's power structure had completely reversed.

The nobles and the Emperor, along with other powerful figures of the old era who had controlled the Empire, failed to achieve any notable results during the war.

This was due to their rigid thinking, self-preservation, and strategic incompetence that had been hidden by their authority.

In contrast, the 2nd Princess, born of a concubine, and officers from common backgrounds achieved remarkable feats against the Demon King's army with their characteristic intelligence and flexibility.

As a result, the Emperor, to rebuild his weakened foundation, heavily promoted the achievements of the Demon King Assassination Task Force, especially those of Linus.

This was because the Emperor himself had approved the creation of the five-member Demon King Assassination Task Force, and it was his only achievement he could claim during the war.

"The special task force personally established by the Emperor, after a great expedition, killed the Demon King and restored peace."

But my name wasn't there.

I had rejected all offers from the Imperial Castle and disappeared, which infuriated the Emperor.

More precisely, it was a mixture of anger at my audacity to refuse the Emperor's offer, fear that I might tarnish his only achievement, and worry that I might harbor other intentions.

"The 2nd Princess wanted to keep your existence secret even as she placed you as an Academy professor."

"That's what I wanted too."

"But her measures weren't solely out of consideration for you."

"Well, I can guess. She probably wants to monopolize me for herself. You're already under her control."

Linus nodded.

"I'm publicly known as the Hero of the Continent, and Celine is now too frail to do much. Rormane is the Secretary General of the Order and untouchable in the secular world. Kaiden has entered the Magic Tower, cut off from the outside world."

"And the missing task force member is now just a professor that anyone can approach. She wants to prevent the opposition from wooing and recruiting me. But since she can't forcibly restrain me, she's hiding my existence by keeping me in the Special Mission Academy under her control, right?"

"Impressive as always. You've already seen through everything."

"Anyone who isn't a fool could figure it out. But there's one thing I still don't understand."

"What's that?"

"It's your behavior."

I pointed at Linus.

"I'm not interested in being treated like a hero, and the 2nd Princess prefers me to stay quiet, right? So why are you trying to take me to this event?"

"Because it's something you and I did together."

Linus said with a serious expression.

"It wasn't just me. It was you and me. It's unfair that only I receive recognition while you're forgotten."

"But won't this go against the Imperial Castle's intentions? Eventually, rumors will spread."

"That too is unfair."

Linus replied with a somewhat stronger tone.

"I want you, Dian, to stand in a position worthy of what you've done. I don't want you to be hidden or revealed for complex political purposes against your will. You don't deserve such treatment."

"I understand what you're saying. You mean it should be my choice whether to be a hero or fade into obscurity. But I want to live quietly."

"Ten years ago, you left the Imperial Castle immediately and went to a distant port city. You don't even know how the world has changed since then. How many people who owe you gratitude have been waiting for and honoring you. I want you to experience the situation objectively before making your own decision."

"Hmm..."

"If, after meeting the people of Tatanoko Village today, you still wish to disconnect from everything and live quietly, I'll respect that. I prioritize your free will and choice above all. The Imperial Castle's intentions aren't worth considering."

As I was slowly nodding, Linus asked:

"Since you went to Ivronik Castle, you must have met the veterans working there. Did they recognize you?"

"They did. The guide there seemed to have already heard all about me from them."

"There are many people like that waiting for you across the continent. And over there too."

Linus pointed out the window.

A fairly large village was visible between the mountains.

Is that Tatanoko Village? It's grown much larger than before!

Seeing the village standing intact, when it had once been reduced to ruins, filled me with indescribable emotions.

"After the war, I continued to support the village in both our names. I'm sorry I couldn't ask for your permission beforehand. But I had no way to contact you."

"It's fine. And... it doesn't look bad. It looks good."

"And over there is the valley where we briefly rested."

Looking where Linus pointed, I could see a sunken valley not far from the village.

Memories from that time came flooding back.

Linus and I had rushed from there straight to the village and immediately struck the rear of the Demon King's army.

At that time, the Demon King's army was about one platoon in strength, around thirty soldiers.

It was night, and they were scattered as they indiscriminately attacked civilian homes.

Thanks to that, Linus and I were able to hunt them down one by one and kill them all.

But by then, all the houses had already burned down and collapsed, and the villagers were in an extreme situation, thrown directly in the path of the Demon King's main force.

So I thought this village would never recover, but...

"They're coming! It's Lord Linus's carriage!"

As the carriage approached the village, people came rushing out, cheering.

"Lord Linus! Has he come too?!"

"You promised to bring him this year for sure!"

As Linus stepped out of the carriage first, people grabbed him and bombarded him with questions.

"He came with me. Dian, come on."

Linus stepped aside with a smile, and I got out of the carriage with an awkward smile.

As I fully emerged, a cold silence suddenly fell over the crowd.

"It's... it's Lord Dian..."

"Lord Dian really came!"

"Waaaaaah!"

At someone's cry, people shouted and rushed toward me.

Then they suddenly grabbed me and tossed me high into the air in celebration.

# # # # #

"Why are they doing that...?"

Meanwhile, Lina, hiding in the nearby mountains, was watching everything happening at the village entrance.

Clearly, those who got out of the carriage were Lord Linus and Professor Dian. Knightley's words were true.

And suddenly, the villagers were welcoming Professor Dian enthusiastically, even tossing him in celebration.

Unable to make sense of it, Lina decided to infiltrate the village.
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After being tossed up and caught in celebration several times, I was finally able to set foot on the ground.

I didn't expect such an enthusiastic welcome.

"Master Dian! You've finally arrived!"

"We've been waiting for you for so long!"

As I tried to fix my disheveled hair, people surrounded me and greeted me loudly.

After examining each face carefully, I recognized some of them and smiled.

"I see everyone's alive and well."

"All thanks to you and Sir Linus!"

"How is it that your face has barely changed even after ten years?"

"But it looks like you've had a rough time, Mister. You've aged terribly."

"Hahaha!"

My ability to remember the villagers' faces wasn't due to any exceptional memory.

When we defeated the Demon King's platoon back then, the village was already engulfed in flames and collapsing.

The villagers had become refugees who'd lost their homes, and lingering would have left them completely exposed to the advancing Demon King's army.

So after much deliberation, Linus and I decided to take the villagers with us on our retreat to battalion headquarters.

Among the villagers were very young children and elderly people who couldn't walk, which extended our expected two-day return to a full four days.

Also, not many villagers survived, so I remember most of their faces.

Thankfully, we didn't encounter any more of the Demon King's forces during those four days, and everyone safely reached battalion headquarters.

In recognition of that achievement, Linus and I received medals.

"Now, now, everyone please calm down."

A woman stepped forward from among the excited crowd.

"Hello, Master Dian? Do you remember me?"

"Hmm. I'm not sure."

When I failed to recognize her, the woman smiled brightly.

"You really don't remember? I said I'd marry you when I grew up."

"Whaaaat?!"

My shocked reaction made everyone burst into laughter.

"Of course you wouldn't recognize her. She's grown up so much in ten years."

"So are you getting married now, Merylda?"

"Hahaha!"

As I stared in surprise, Linus answered with a laugh.

"She's the same child from back then, Dian. Now she's the acting administrative officer of the village."

"Acting administrative officer?"

"Yes. She majored in public administration at the public academy. She's incredibly smart."

"Huh... The world really has changed during these ten years in Brunswell..."

That girl was the village's savior.

To be precise, she was the reason Linus and I decided to save the village.

When we saw her fall while running away with her infant sibling on her back, both of us rushed into the village without hesitation.

She was definitely just a snotty-nosed kid back then, but she's grown up so much already?

And she graduated from a public academy with a degree in administration and is now the acting administrative officer of her village?

The ten years of a child and the ten years of an adult are certainly different.

"It's all thanks to the sponsorship from Sir Linus and Master Dian. I was able to attend school because of the money you both provided."

I was about to say that it was only Linus who had given the money, but he quietly shook his head to stop me.

"Why don't we show Dian how the village has been rebuilt?" Linus suggested.

"Great idea!" "Let's go!"

At Linus's suggestion, people cheered and, led by Merylda, began pushing me forward.

I entered the village with the crowd, like a small boat swept away by waves.

Linus followed slowly at the rear of the procession, wearing a satisfied smile.

"Huh? What's this?"

As we entered the village, I couldn't help but exclaim in amazement.

Tatanoko Village had completely transformed from its tragic state ten years ago.

The houses that had burned and collapsed were now rebuilt as neat, sturdy brick buildings, with flowers planted in front of each home, creating a vibrant atmosphere.

In the center of the spacious stone-paved square stood a large fountain spraying cool water.

The fountain featured white marble statues—one was obviously Linus, and the other one... was that me?

The small statues depicting Linus and me stood side by side with arms around each other's shoulders, holding the severed head of a Demon King's soldier. How embarrassing.

Around the fountain, young children who knew nothing about Linus or the reconstruction events played happily, running in and out of the water, laughing and jumping.

This alone was surprising, but there was even a school built over there.

Considering that this world, unlike my previous life, has no compulsory education system, having a school in a village rather than a major city was almost unbelievable.

But indeed, the building was a school consisting of several classrooms.

Educated people from the village voluntarily taught children there, resulting in the highest academy admission rate of any village in the region.

In terms of my previous life, it would be like kids from some small rural township all getting into top Seoul universities.

After all, in this world, academies themselves are extremely difficult to enter as higher education institutions.

"This is truly... I'd believe it was a different village..."

"Right? Everyone worked hard for ten years. The continuous support from Sir Linus and Master Dian was the biggest help."

Merylda said with an expression full of pride.

That Linus. I knew he was wealthy, but I didn't realize he had enough to revive an entire village.

Well, I suppose that's normal for someone known as the Hero of the Continent.

The village had grown so much that it took considerable time just to tour the whole place.

It seems more appropriate to call it Tatanoko City now rather than Tatanoko Village.

"We're actually planning to apply for city status soon. We recently met all the conditions for the upgrade."

Merylda responded to my comment with a confident expression.

"Then our village will officially be assigned an administrative officer and can develop even further. This is all thanks to Sir Linus and Master Dian saving us. Without you two, not only would the village be gone, but we all would have died back then."

Merylda continued.

"Everyone has been waiting for you to visit our village, Master Dian. Sir Linus visits us every year, but you haven't come even once in the past ten years. We wanted to show you what your decision and courage back then has accomplished."

Merylda spread her arms wide, indicating the now almost-city-sized village.

"Look, Master Dian. All of this was created by Sir Linus and you. You saved the lives of everyone here, as well as the children born afterward."

"Yes... I'm glad. It's wonderful to see everyone doing so well."

This feels rather strange.

To think that Tatanoko Village, which was helplessly burned to the ground by just thirty-some soldiers of the Demon King's army, is now on the verge of being promoted to a city.

The child we saved graduated from an academy and is now an acting administrative officer, and everyone else is living healthily and well.

Some have married and had children, and the village has gradually developed into such a peaceful and pleasant place.

After touring the entire village, we headed to the community hall.

The large hall was filled with food, like a wedding reception buffet.

They said it was a feast prepared to celebrate my visit to the village.

"Master Dian. Please say a few words. Everyone is waiting."

As Merylda pushed me onto the platform, all eyes turned to me.

"Hello everyone, I'm Dian. It's been ten years since we parted."

The villagers nodded with warm smiles.

"I vividly remember that dark night ten years ago when we left the burning village behind and departed for the rear with all of you. Oddly enough, I recall it was a rather warm night."

Murmurs of agreement came from various corners.

"To be honest, back then I thought the village would be completely gone. I never imagined it would rise again so magnificently. It's truly amazing."

"It's all thanks to Sir Linus and Master Dian!" someone shouted.

"I've heard that Sir Linus has been continuously supporting the village in both our names. But that's secondary. Without your will to rebuild, no amount of money could have created today's Tatanoko Village."

The villagers applauded. Some began to sniffle and shed tears.

"If I had known this, I would have visited earlier. I'm not seeking public recognition for my decision to save you all that night. Rather, I've realized that what I left behind and walked away from, simply wanting 'to live quietly,' held such great meaning for others."

"Thank you, Master Dian!"

"You saved us, Master Dian!"

The sniffling quickly spread, and most villagers were now clapping while tears streamed down their faces.

When I glanced at Linus, he was nodding with the gentlest smile in the world.

# # # # #

What on earth is all this about...?

Lina, lying flat on the roof of the community hall, blinked stupidly.

What was Professor Dian saying about him and Sir Linus doing what?
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With her ear pressed against the roof, Lina quickly organized what she had just heard.

So Professor Dian rescued the villagers with Sir Linus during the war?

Does that mean Professor Dian was also part of the Task Force? Or did he just happen to meet Sir Linus and work together temporarily?

Lina considered various possibilities but found it difficult to be certain of the answer.

With only what Professor Dian had told the villagers, she could only outline the rough picture.

Anyway, now that she knew Professor Dian had carried out an operation here with Sir Linus, she should dig deeper.

Looking around cautiously, Lina leaped down from the roof without making a sound.

Just before landing on the ground, her body blurred and disappeared from sight.

# # # # #

The feast that began at lunch continued until evening.

The food was endless, and with singing, dancing, and theatrical performances, it had become a full-blown festival.

After being dragged out several times to dance and sing, I returned exhausted and plopped down next to Linus.

"Hey, Linus. Is it always like this every year?"

"No. This year it's because you're here. Usually, we just have a modest meal and that's it."

"I see... I'm dying here..."

"Tired? That's the first time I've heard such words from your mouth."

"This isn't just about physical stamina. It's like my energy is being drained. Whew."

As I gulped down a cold beer, Linus chuckled softly and pushed a plate of food toward me.

"It can't be helped. The people here have actually been waiting for you more than for me."

"That's nonsense. When Sir Linus, the Demon King Slayer, Hero of the Continent, and Savior of the Intelligent Races, is right here."

"But it's true. So, has there been any change in your perspective?"

At Linus's question, I silently ate some food for a moment.

On the way here, Linus had said that I didn't know how the world had changed since I left for Brunswell ten years ago, and that I was being deliberately kept in the dark due to the complex circumstances at the Imperial Castle.

He said it was unfair, and that my treatment should be decided by me, not by third parties.

To do that, he said I needed to see everything with my own eyes, which is why he brought me to this Tatanoko Village reconstruction celebration.

In simple terms, he was saying, "You're being sidelined, willingly or not. Please face reality!"

And so I came along to Tatanoko Village, where I realized how valuable the things I had carelessly done while rushing to the ending actually were.

Of course, I had similar thoughts when I saw the tears of the war veterans at Ivronik Castle earlier.

Linus was probably thinking, "See, what did I tell you?"

"See, what did I tell you?"

When I shared my thoughts, Linus said exactly what I had anticipated.

That guy is so simple that he's always in the palm of my hand.

"Let's attend gatherings like this more often. Giving isn't everything. Allowing those we've helped to express their gratitude is also a virtue."

"Is that so? I'm not as noble as you, so I never thought that far."

"This has nothing to do with being noble. It's an important social interaction in context."

"Yeah, yeah. You're so great."

But there's one thing Linus doesn't realize.

That this world is a hero novel about the protagonist Linus defeating the Demon King.

In it, I was a supporting character who helped Linus until the ending, and my disappearance after the Demon King's defeat was all because of that.

I didn't go to Brunswell because I couldn't face reality.

Supporting characters have their own endings.

I chose to quietly step back after the ending, and none of the factors Linus worries about affected that decision.

Things like the scheming at the Imperial Castle, or that I didn't recognize my own worth.

Those are all just concerns from the kind-hearted Linus who worries about me.

I really just went to Brunswell because I disliked troublesome matters and wanted to live quietly, and I became an Academy professor only after hearing about Linus's difficult situation.

I don't care how the Imperial Castle tries to use me, and I wouldn't just sit back if they tried to act against my will.

But anyway, today is a good day, so let's put aside such serious and sensitive topics.

I don't intend to reveal the whole truth to Linus anyway.

"Sir Dian!"

Just as I was about to suggest heading home, Merylda ran up and grabbed my hand.

"What are you doing on this joyous day? Come play with us!"

"No, I was just playing until now..."

"Come on!"

Merylda pulled me to the center of the hall.

It was already a chaotic place with many villagers dancing.

Just then, the lively music stopped, and a relatively calm, gentle melody began to play.

Merylda put her arm around my waist, took my hand, and asked,

"You know how to dance, right?"

"No."

"Then I'll teach you."

Merylda led me, slowly turning as we danced.

This was my first time dancing formally—I could handle freestyle dancing, but not this.

Except for that time after killing the Demon King when I was forced to dance with Rormane at the welcome party.

Actually, Rormane didn't know how to dance either, and dancing wasn't her real purpose.

She just dragged me out to prevent me from looking at other women.

Anyway, I just moved my body following Merylda's lead.

"Sir Dian. I'm so glad you're back. Where have you been for the past ten years?"

"Far away in a nameless port city, just having fun and eating. But you've grown so much, haven't you?"

The small child who barely reached my waist ten years ago had now become an adult almost at eye level with me.

"It's all thanks to you, Sir Dian. If it weren't for you, I would have died back then."

"It was thanks to Linus, not me."

"No. I know everything. Sir Linus was able to help us because you suggested going together."

"Who told you that?"

"Sir Linus did."

Well, that's amusing.

Though it's not entirely wrong.

Linus is a hero, but he's not an overpowered character from web novels.

He's not the type who receives a holy sword from a goddess and can split the sky or erase mountains.

He's more like a protagonist from a boy's manga who overcomes hardships and adversities with his companions and ultimately achieves justice.

Besides, Linus only began to grow significantly after the prologue when the Demon King Assassination Task Force was established.

So back then, without me, Linus wouldn't have been able to save the village alone.

"Anyway, I'm really happy to see you again, Sir Dian."

"And I'm grateful and happy to see you've grown up so well."

Merylda smiled and buried her face in my chest.

The warmth of Merylda in my arms was quite sorrowful.

When the Demon King's army attacked the village, Merylda had fled with her baby sibling on her back, separated from her parents.

Then she tripped and fell, and by the time we arrived, the baby was already...

Seeing that, we were enraged and killed every single one of the Demon King's soldiers who had attacked the village.

Even those who begged for mercy on their knees were beheaded or thrown into burning houses.

Of course, that wouldn't bring the dead baby back to life.

Linus blamed himself for a long time afterward. If only he had discovered the village a little earlier, he thought.

I felt the same. If I had rushed out immediately when Linus suggested helping the village, what would have happened...

"I'm sorry we were too late. If only we had come a little earlier..."

"It's okay."

Merylda stopped my lips with her finger.

"You came at the right time, Sir Dian."

Whether she was referring to that time ten years ago or today...

"I just became an adult this year."

"Huh?"

"Don't you remember? I promised I'd marry you when I became an adult. You haven't forgotten, have you?"

I laughed out loud at Merylda's joke.

# # # # #

"Whew, I'm tired."

As the music changed, Merylda moved away from me and smiled.

"Shall we go get some fresh air?"

"Sure."

It was early summer now, and the weather had become quite hot.

Although all the windows in the hall were open, with so many people and after dancing, I was sweating.

As Merylda and I left the hall, the lukewarm breeze characteristic of early summer nights blew in.

"Ah, it's not very cool even at night anymore."

"What can we do? It's summer."

"Don't say that. Let's go somewhere cooler."

"Where would that be?"

"Follow me and see."

Merylda led the way across the village.

By the time the noisy sounds from the hall were barely audible, Merylda stopped at the outskirts of the village.

It was at the boundary of the forest where the mountain slope around the village met the flatland.

It was quite dark as the village lights didn't reach there, and beyond, the sound of trickling water could be heard.

Looking around at the terrain, it seemed to be a tributary flowing from the valley where Linus and I had briefly rested.

"Here, Sir Dian. Let's rest for a moment. Put your feet in. It's really refreshing."

As Merylda suggested, I stepped into the stream, and the ice-cold water that had flowed down from the valley was extremely cold.

"Wow, it's really refreshing. You should come in too, Meryl... da... What are you doing?"

Merylda was standing naked. The clothes she had been wearing lay at her feet like a shed skin.

"I'm keeping that promise."
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"I haven't forgotten our promise from back then."

Merylda approached, stepping over her discarded clothes as she spoke.

"The promise that I would marry you when I grew up, Dian."

Back then, after four days of escape, we had safely arrived at battalion headquarters.

Young Merylda had told me she would marry me when she grew up.

That she wouldn't meet or love anyone else until then, so I should wait for her.

"I'm an adult now. I've graduated from the academy and have a proper job."

Merylda walked through the water, splashing as she came, and stood before me, looking up with a face full of blush.

"I was so happy when I heard you were coming. I've been preciously guarding my purity for this moment."

Looking at the serious Merylda, I had to suppress a laugh that threatened to escape.

If I laughed now, she would surely be deeply hurt.

But separate from that concern—it was funny.

Back then, Merylda was just a little kid, not even ten years old. She probably didn't even understand what she was saying, caught up in the moment.

Besides, even though she claims to be an adult now, to me, Merylda is still just a child no different from Knightley or Olicia.

"I appreciate your feelings, Merylda."

"Dian..."

I grabbed her shoulders as she tried to embrace me and continued speaking.

"But I must respectfully decline. To me, you're still that little kid from ten years ago."

"What...?"

"I didn't save you expecting something like this in return."

"But..."

"If I were to accept you, it would tarnish the meaning of my noble sacrifice."

Extreme bewilderment appeared on Merylda's face at my words.

"I-I'm sorry... That wasn't my intention..."

"I know you didn't mean it that way. That's precisely why you still feel like a child to me."

"Is that so..."

Merylda hung her head in disappointment.

"I just... wanted to repay your kindness... That's why..."

"Your becoming such a fine person is repayment enough. I ask for nothing more."

"Oh, Dian..."

Tears began to well up in Merylda's eyes.

"You're such a noble and virtuous person... and I foolishly tried to sully someone like you..."

"That's not true. Your intentions were pure. You're just still young and expressed yourself inappropriately."

"I'm sorry..."

"You don't need to apologize. I've already received all the compensation I need just by coming here today."

"You truly are... truly a wonderful person..."

Merylda shed tears.

"You deserve to be hailed as a hero... To me, you're even greater than Sir Linus..."

"I'm really fine. Your tears right now are more valuable praise to me than any hero title."

"Aah..."

Seemingly moved, Merylda covered her mouth with both hands and trembled.

"Let's go back now. People will be looking for us."

"Yes, Dian..."

I waited for Merylda to put her clothes back on before returning to the village together.

Throughout the walk back, Merylda continuously praised my noble soul.

"Yes, yes."

In truth, I had another reason for rejecting Merylda.

Of course, what I told her was the main reason, but there was something secondary as well.

The fact is, sorry to say, Merylda isn't my type.

Merylda is, how should I put it... lacking in the ups and downs of curvature?

Being with someone of that body type feels like committing an unforgivable crime to me.

In my memory, Merylda is still that scruffy little kid with a runny nose.

This seriously makes me feel guilty.

Even seeing her naked, my lower half had absolutely no reaction—that says it all.

But I couldn't tell her that straight out.

I mean, I can't just say, "I'm not attracted to you, so no."

If I were a web novel protagonist, readers would curse me as impotent, but facts are facts.

I prefer body types like Kirrin or Ismera.

Nothing less will do. I don't want to be with someone who seems underdeveloped.

And above all, there's the biggest problem.

Lina is hiding in the bushes over there, using her concealment technique.

Why on earth did she come here?

# # # # #

Meanwhile, Lina was wiping her eyes with the back of her hand while holding her breath.

She was deeply moved by Dian's attitude toward the village maiden Merylda.

After following Linus and Dian's carriage, Lina had disembarked at a distance and stealthily infiltrated the village.

She had observed everything—Dian being welcomed by the villagers, his speech at the village hall.

While she had grasped the general outline, she eavesdropped on various conversations to understand the details.

Especially the conversations between Sir Linus and Professor Dian.

As a result, Lina discovered an astonishing truth.

Professor Dian belonged to the same special task force as Sir Linus and had been active for quite a long time.

Moreover, the two had first met as junior soldiers in the legion—during the early days of the Four-Year War.

Did that mean they had been together at least until the Demon King Assassination Task Force was formed?

Or perhaps... even in the Demon King Assassination Task Force itself?

But Professor Dian's name wasn't on the official roster of the Demon King Assassination Task Force members announced by the Imperial Castle.

What was going on here...?

When Lina spotted Professor Dian leaving the hall with Merylda, the acting village administrator, she hurriedly followed them.

At a stream outside the village, Merylda had offered herself naked to Professor Dian, who politely declined her.

His manner of rejection touched Lina's heartstrings so deeply that she shed tears while hiding behind a tree.

After Professor Dian and Merylda returned to the village...

Lina also headed back, pondering the final missing link that didn't fit.

If he had been with Sir Linus since their junior soldier days, he should have been assigned to the Demon King Assassination Task Force unless there was a specific disqualification.

However, while the Imperial Castle extensively promoted the achievements of the Demon King Assassination Task Force, they never once mentioned Professor Dian's name.

What could it be? What was happening?

As she approached the bustling village hall, Lina found her own answer.

The Emperor is involved.

Professor Lina is from the special task force.

Her real name is Linders. Since it's a masculine name, she prefers to be called Lina in daily life.

But in fact, Linders isn't her birth name either. No one knows her real name.

When she retired from the special task force after the war, the Imperial Castle created a new identity for her: "Linders."

In truth, all special task force members without exception undergo identity cleansing like Lina.

The members of the Demon King Assassination Task Force, including Linus, who were publicly known by their real names, were extremely rare cases.

Like most black operatives, Lina possesses special physical abilities that ordinary people don't have.

Robust physical strength and endurance, techniques for moving silently, the courage and physical condition to traverse terrain difficult for ordinary people to overcome.

And even an ability to perceive spatial structures without seeing, like a bat.

For these reasons, Lina was initially recruited by the Imperial Security Office and served in the special task force for years.

She infiltrated certain nobles' mansions to steal important documents and was dispatched as a spy to neighboring kingdoms to collect intelligence.

Then war broke out, and Lina, who expected to conduct espionage against the Demon King's army, was deployed to an unexpected place.

That was the Empire's 3rd Legion, commanded by the 2nd Princess.

Until then, Lina had believed that the special task force was sacrificing itself in the shadows for the Empire.

However, the orders that came down after infiltrating the 3rd Legion were absurdly nonsensical.

What her superiors demanded from Lina were detailed personal histories of key officials in the 3rd Legion, operational plans, and supply status.

Why illegally extract confidential information from allies while fighting the Demon King's army?

They could have just received reports through normal channels.

Suspicious, Lina collected intelligence but withheld reporting it to her superiors.

At the same time, she conducted her own investigation into why such unreasonable orders were being issued.

As a capable special task force member, Lina soon discovered the whole truth.

The power struggle between the 2nd Princess and the Emperor along with the other princes and princesses, and how the Emperor was trying to find any excuse to dismiss the 2nd Princess.

What kind of nonsense was this?

Demons are inherently physically superior to humans and can control magical beasts like livestock.

With hundreds of thousands of such beings forming an army, the continent faced a desperate crisis, yet the 3rd Legion commanded by the 2nd Princess was achieving great feats and emerging as the savior of the intelligent races and human alliance.

If the 2nd Princess were dismissed now, the 3rd Legion would collapse, leading to the collapse of the front line.

Moreover, Lina, who had infiltrated the 3rd Legion, had several opportunities to observe the 2nd Princess up close.

A cold, brilliant, bold, and sometimes cruel person, yet infinitely loving, kind, and gentle.

They were trying to take down such a person for mere political purposes? Even though she was his own daughter?

This made no sense.

So Lina deliberately provided only nutritionally deficient intelligence to her superiors.

As a result, Lina's mission performance came under suspicion, and she was eventually expelled from the special task force, shortly before the war ended.

Later, unable to find suitable employment, Lina was unexpectedly offered a professorship at the "Imperial Special Mission Academy" by the Imperial Security Office.

That's when Lina realized. The 2nd Princess had known everything all along.

That she was an undercover special task force member, that she had concealed intelligence unfavorable to the 2nd Princess, and that the professorship was compensation for this.

Having experienced and understood all this, Lina surmised that the Emperor was involved in why no one knew of Professor Dian's existence despite his having worked with Sir Linus on various missions.

An Emperor who looked for opportunities to strike at his own daughter even at the risk of the entire continent collapsing.

Such an Emperor would very likely have concealed Professor Dian's achievements for some trivial reason.

So what should I do now?

For now... I'll keep this to myself.

There must be a profound reason why Professor Dian doesn't speak about all this himself, a reason someone like me couldn't understand.

How could a mere professor fathom the mind of a hero who saved the continent alongside Sir Linus?

Just as she had deliberately concealed intelligence about the 2nd Princess during the war, Lina decided to keep the truth about this unsung hero to herself for now.

But to think Professor Dian was such a person... he's truly so admirable...
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As I returned to the hall, Linus was watching me with meaningful eyes.

"It's not like that."

"I didn't say anything."

As I sat down beside him, Linus looked at Merylda walking away and asked, "So what were you two doing?"

"It was hot, so we just dipped our feet in the stream at the edge of town and talked. It's not what you think!"

"I didn't say anything, you know."

"You jerk! Your eyes are saying it all!"

Linus chuckled softly as he leaned back to avoid my hand.

After withdrawing my hand that had swiped at empty air trying to grab his collar, Linus said, "There's something you should know, Dian."

"What is it?"

"Merylda has turned down countless marriage proposals waiting for you."

"That's her choice. It doesn't mean I have to do anything about it."

"You're right. But Dian, aren't you getting to the age where you should find a partner?"

"Even so, it won't be Merylda."

I shook my head.

"Would you marry someone you saved when they were just a kid? She's legally an adult, but twenty is still a child. Think about when we were twenty."

"Well, we were in the middle of a war when I turned twenty, so it doesn't really resonate with me."

"Anyway, it's just not right. Even if I were to marry, it wouldn't be someone like Merylda, but someone more mature."

"Everyone has their own values and preferences. I'm not saying you should do anything with Merylda. I'm just letting you know how things stand."

"Fine. You're so smart."

"But Dian, Merylda is a remarkable young woman."

This bastard Linus kept going.

"Despite losing her parents and younger sibling in a desperate situation, she never gave up. She graduated from the public academy with excellent grades and now serves as the village's administrative deputy. Being an administrative deputy, though you might not know, is equivalent to a civil servant..."

"Wait, did you bring me here to play matchmaker?"

"Of course not."

Linus smiled and closed his mouth.

As Linus said, Merylda had indeed grown up admirably. But still, when it's not right, it's not right.

"By the way, Dian. Is it okay to just leave that situation as it is?"

Linus gestured with his eyes toward a corner of the hall while picking up some food.

So he noticed it too.

There was Lina, hiding herself from people's view with her concealment technique.

She was sitting at an empty table, resting her chin on both hands, staring intently at me.

"She's been staring at you like that for quite a while now. Who is she?"

"She's a professor from our Combat Department. Specializes in infiltration. Seems like she's from some special task force."

"I see. But I'm not curious about her career. I'm wondering why she followed you here and why she's looking at you like that."

"I don't know either. Probably just curious about who I am."

"That makes sense. She's curious about the past of a capable head professor who suddenly appeared. So, are you going to leave her be?"

"If I acknowledge her, she'll be embarrassed and surprised. She'll leave on her own eventually."

"I see. If that's what you think, then so be it."

With that, we turned our attention away from Professor Lina.

# # # # #

"Ah, Head Professor..."

Lina was gazing at Dian endlessly, her chin resting on both hands.

She had completely fallen for Dian after seeing him persuade Merylda by the stream at the edge of town, and she'd been like this ever since.

A young, handsome, and capable Combat Head Professor who appeared suddenly as if falling from the sky and immediately put the academy back on track.

And it turns out he was actually an unsung hero who fought alongside Linus, the Hero of the Continent?!

Moreover, despite achieving tremendous feats, he was the embodiment of humility, never mentioning a word about them until now?!

And he even possessed a noble soul that rejected a beautiful maiden who had waited ten years for him, telling her not to make her sacrifice meaningless?!?!?!?!

How could anyone not fall for someone like that?

If she could serve such a person for the rest of her life, she would surely be happy.

But her fantasy ends here.

During her time with the special task force, Lina had been exposed to many secrets unknown to ordinary people.

She knew how dangerous the Imperial Castle was and how insidious and filthy a place it could be.

By her estimation, Professor Dian must be entangled in various complicated affairs with the Imperial Castle, preventing him from receiving the hero's treatment he deserved.

She couldn't act recklessly just because he was an impressive person. She might get caught up in something serious.

Besides, Professor Dian was a noble person and her workplace superior. She didn't know if she was worthy of someone like him.

If she carelessly revealed her feelings, one of them would have to leave the academy.

And it would likely be her.

She had become unemployed after being dismissed during wartime for incurring the Imperial Castle's displeasure, and only found this job through the 2nd Princess's grace.

But... would it be a problem to be more gentle and kind to the Head Professor than she already was...?

After all, he was a hero and deserved to be treated as such...

Maybe he would gradually open his heart, and things would progress naturally...

I love you so much, Head Professor...

# # # # #

It was late at night when all the events finally ended.

The villagers asked us to stay until tomorrow, but that was a bit difficult.

Linus had no intention of staying overnight away from his wife and child, and I wanted to get home quickly to rest.

"Lord Dian..."

Merylda greeted me with tears streaming down her face.

"When will you come back after you leave now...?"

"I'll come when I get the chance."

"When will that be...?"

"Well..."

I smiled awkwardly, not knowing when that would be, and Merylda grabbed my hand.

"I'll wait for you here forever. Until you come back to me someday."

"Sure..."

This is really burdensome. But I can't tell her not to wait right to her face.

"Take care, everyone!"

As the carriage departed, people cheered or cried as they saw us off.

"Lord Dian! I mean it! I'll be waiting for you!!"

Merylda shouted as she ran after the carriage.

"Alright, Merylda! See you again someday!"

I leaned out the window, waving until Merylda stopped and was no longer visible.

Just before coming back inside, I glanced at the ceiling to check if Lina, who was hiding, was still attached.

She had secretly climbed onto our carriage since she had no proper means to return.

Linus opened his mouth with a gentle smile.

"Dian. Let's attend these gatherings together from time to time."

"It's tiring."

"I'm not saying you should participate in every event. But there are so many people who honor and wait for you, so shouldn't you at least show them that you're alive?"

"Well, occasionally wouldn't be too bad."

I was honestly moved when I saw the night view of Tatanoko Village behind Merylda as I waved to her.

Our reckless decision back then had laid the foundation for what would become a large town on the verge of being promoted to a city after ten years.

This is quite a satisfying episode in its own way. I didn't think there would be events like this after the ending.

I made the right choice by helping the protagonist instead of causing trouble with my knowledge of the original work.

If I had acted like a typical transmigrator in web novels, hogging all the opportunities and heroines, saying stupid things like "Strange. The protagonist's specs are significantly lower than in the original work at this point. If I don't step in..." would I have been able to experience a day like today?

It's impossible to know.

# # # # #

"Goodbye, Linus."

"Get some rest."

After parting with Linus at the academy's main gate, I walked alone toward the faculty area.

Lina, who had just jumped off the carriage, ran ahead of me without making a sound.

Her concealment technique was truly remarkable.

Most people wouldn't notice her at all, and even if they knew she was there, they would only see a slight distortion in their vision.

Though Linus and I could see her faint complete form.

But was she really curious about what I was doing, following me all the way to Tatanoko Village?

If so, how much did she hear? Though I don't think I said anything problematic.

As I continued walking, Lina suddenly appeared in front of me.

"Oh? Head Professor? Where are you going?"

"Home."

"Is that so? What perfect timing. I was just heading to the dormitory too."

I chuckled at Lina's awkward acting and asked, "What were you doing wandering around campus until now?"

"Me? Just doing some overtime work. Let's go together!"

Lina evaded the question and linked her arm with mine.

Since she was usually quite lively and often linked arms like this, it wasn't unusual.

Lina, pressed close to my side, brought up various topics in her characteristically sweet tone.

Of course, Lina wasn't a fool and didn't mention anything about today's events in Tatanoko Village.

At the end of our conversation, Lina suddenly asked, "By the way, Professor, are you seeing anyone?"

"What? What do you mean by 'seeing anyone'? You mean a girlfriend? I don't have one."

"Oh, I see. You're getting older, don't you think it's time for a serious relationship?"

"I don't want one."

"Huh...?"

Lina looked up at me with slightly bewildered eyes.

"What do you mean you don't want one?"

"I'm comfortable being alone. It's hard to find a woman who can put up with me."

"Ah, I see... But to at least see if there's someone like that around you, shouldn't you try something...?"

"I don't know. Right now, the most important thing is to ensure the students graduate safely so there's no gossip from the Imperial Castle. Romance and marriage are matters for after that."

"Then I should work hard too!"

Lina shouted loudly.

"Of course you should work hard. That goes without saying."

# # # # #

"Then I should work hard too!"

Hearing the loud voice from outside, Kirrin got up from her bed and went to the window.

Who's making such a racket at this late hour? As the principal, I should sternly point this out...

"Eek?!"

In the dark street, Dian and Professor Lina were walking affectionately with their arms linked.
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Kirrin covered her mouth and crouched low beneath the window, stunned by the absurd scene before her.

What? What did I just see? Did I see that wrong?

Thinking she might have misinterpreted what she saw, Kirrin cautiously peeked through the window again.

But she hadn't been mistaken.

Professor Lina and Dian were walking together down the night street, chatting and laughing cheerfully.

What could this be? What on earth is going on?

Crouching back down beneath the window, Kirrin quickly considered several possibilities.

Professor Lina met Dian on her way back from working late.

That sounds plausible.

Professor Lina and Dian were both working late and returned together.

But judging by Dian's attire, that doesn't seem right.

Professor Lina called Dian out for a nighttime stroll.

Hmm... that's possible...

Dian called Professor Lina out for a nighttime stroll.

Surely Dian wouldn't...?

Professor Lina and Dian went somewhere together and are just now returning.

Ugh...

No matter how I think about it, my thoughts keep drifting in an unpleasant direction.

What could it be? What's really going on between those two?

Peeking out again, she saw Dian walking away in the distance while Professor Lina was entering the dormitory alone.

I suppose it's somewhat reassuring that they're parting ways here rather than going somewhere together.

Let me think this through again.

Assuming Lina and Dian are in that kind of relationship.

It's natural for attractive people working together to develop feelings for each other.

Neither Professor Lina nor Dian is married, they're both age-appropriate, and there's nothing particularly strange about it.

But I can't just let this go because it's fine and dandy.

It would completely ruin my plans... this is serious.

The most important variable here is Dian's feelings.

I'm still not certain what kind of relationship they have.

They might have just happened to meet on their way back, or Professor Lina might be the only one with feelings for Dian.

Okay. So Dian might like Lina, or he might not.

Then what about Dian's feelings toward me?

That's unknown.

What I do know is that when I pressed against Dian in the elevator at Ivronik Castle, he didn't seem to mind.

If he had been uncomfortable, he would have pushed me away or avoided me, but he didn't.

He didn't show any negative reactions even when I followed him throughout the field trip.

So at the very least, he doesn't dislike me.

I'm neutral to him, while Lina is neutral or perhaps slightly more favorable.

But who knows.

Unlike me, Professor Lina has such a bubbly personality that she might have just habitually linked arms with Dian.

First, I need to clearly understand their relationship. Then I can formulate a response.

If Dian's feelings toward Lina are neutral, I should make the first move, and if they're favorable... I should still make the first move.

Either way, the conclusion is that I need to make the first move.

So how should I go about it?

Kirrin hugged her knees and fell into quiet contemplation.

As soon as Dian arrived, he immediately set about reforming the Academy and gained full support from the Imperial Castle.

In that respect, Dian is far from being an idle playboy who does things halfheartedly or just likes to have fun.

With that kind of personality, approaching him emotionally without purpose would be less effective than showing results as the Principal.

The diligent and competent Dian would likely be more attracted to a woman similar to himself.

If I mistakenly try to use what I've been planning—"the racial characteristics of Dark Elves" to increase his affection—I might end up being labeled as vulgar.

What Kirrin meant by "racial characteristics of Dark Elves" were physical attributes like silky smooth black skin and beautiful features.

From Dian's perspective, working day and night for the Academy's development, he might misunderstand and think, "I'm working so hard, but what on earth is going through the Principal's mind?"

To sum it up, Dian is currently a man who could be snatched up by anyone at any moment.

To fulfill my plan, I need to catch Dian first, and to do that, I need to win his heart.

To win his heart, I need to act properly as Principal and achieve various accomplishments.

That would not only impress Dian but also leave a good impression on the 2nd Princess, which would be advantageous for my future position as a professor after stepping down as Principal.

Alright, Kirrin. Let's do this...!

# # # # #

"Head Professor. The Principal has summoned you."

A few days later, an assistant came to the faculty office to inform me that Kirrin was looking for me.

"Did she mention what it was about?"

"She only said it was related to Academy operations."

Academy operations, huh? I wonder what it could be.

I headed to the Principal's office while mentally reviewing the current projects and status of our Combat Department.

"Oh? Hello."

I raised my hand in greeting when I saw Ismera standing in front of the Principal's office.

Ismera's expression immediately soured upon seeing me. She doesn't even try to hide her feelings anymore.

Ismera, who had consistently disliked me since my appointment, became this blatant after the Ivronik Castle field trip.

She probably thinks she's working hard while I'm just playing around, and her patience has finally snapped.

But I wasn't playing around. I was just late returning because of my reunion with the veteran warriors.

Well, I can understand Ismera's perspective. She truly works hard.

In real life terms, she'd be beyond a PhD—a senior scholar—and she's involved in almost every aspect of the Academy.

If it weren't for Ismera, the Academy would have collapsed.

Ismera should have been the Principal instead of Kirrin.

If not for the Emperor's stubbornness, the 2nd Princess would have made that happen long ago.

Besides, Ismera is a pure-blooded Elf, so even her hateful expression is beautiful, and I don't particularly mind it.

Elves have rock-bottom birth rates, small populations, and are picky and devious, yet they haven't gone extinct—their ridiculously good looks must play a major role in that.

Just like cats receive human love despite their terrible personalities simply because they're cute.

"Please despise me more, Professor."

"What did you say?"

"Nothing at all."

I entered the Principal's office with a smile, and Kirrin greeted me warmly.

"Welcome, Dian! And Professor Ismera..."

However, when Kirrin's gaze fell on Ismera, her voice dropped dramatically.

"Everyone, please sit down. I have something to discuss."

When my eyes met with Ismera's, who was sitting across from me, she immediately looked away.

"So, um. I've been thinking about something."

Kirrin began, glancing nervously at Ismera.

"What if we... participate in some kind of competition?"

"A competition? Is there such a thing?"

What kind of competition exists in this JRPG-style medieval fantasy world?

Seeing my questioning look, Ismera sighed deeply as if I were hopeless and explained.

Apparently, the Imperial Castle and other institutions occasionally host competitions for Academy students.

Like in real life, there are various themes—literature, research, and so on—and winning these competitions can be quite beneficial.

It's good for building graduates' credentials and enhancing the Academy's prestige, so there's no reason not to participate.

"Sounds good. Let's do it right away. But what kind of competition are we talking about?"

"That's what we need to decide. I already asked the Imperial Castle and got a list of current competitions being held in the Empire."

Kirrin handed a piece of paper to Ismera and me with a somewhat shy demeanor.

"Could you take a look?"

As I scanned the list, Kirrin stared at me intently with her ears fluttering, like a puppy waiting for praise.

"Wow, how did you manage to get this? That's impressive."

When I gave her the praise she was seeking, Kirrin's face turned dark red. Watching all this, Ismera's eyes filled with contempt, disgust, and all manner of negative emotions.

Alright, that's enough confidence-boosting and head-patting for Principal Kirrin. Let's take a closer look at this list.

The Imperial Literary Association's Literature Contest. Not for us.
The Imperial Castle's Magical Engineering Department's Innovative Magic Technology Research Competition. We don't teach magic.
The Arts and Culture Guild's Painting and Sculpture Competition. That's for the Arts Academy students.
The Chamber of Commerce's Startup Idea Competition. Not applicable.

Nothing particularly valuable here... Is there anything else?

As I continued reading the list, I found something interesting.

"What about this one? The one hosted by the Continental Adventurer and Mercenary Alliance."

<The 74th Alliance Chairman's Cup Ogre Hunting Competition>.

"Are you insane?"

Ismera immediately objected.

"You want to send our students to this kind of competition? I'm against it."

"Huh? Why? Should a Special Mission Academy participate in reading discussion groups instead?"

"That's not the issue. This is truly a barbaric competition. Have you been living in Brunswell with your eyes and ears closed, Head Professor?"

Ismera explained that this competition involves releasing ogres into a large circular arena and awarding victory to whoever kills them in the most brutal manner.

In simple terms, it's like bullfighting from the real world. This definitely doesn't seem right.

Hmm, so is there anything suitable? Nothing really stands out.

As Kirrin and I remained silent, Ismera spoke up.

"Not all competitions require the use of force. Whatever we choose, placing in any competition would be beneficial, so let's select a few substantial ones, announce them, and accept volunteers."

"Yes, Professor Ismera is right. We can certainly do that. But I still think it would be good to have something befitting a 'Special Mission' Academy."

"If you're so determined, why don't you go to the Imperial Castle's Security Office and beg them to create something for us?"

"Oh, that's a great idea!"

Ismera clearly intended to be sarcastic, but it actually sparked a good idea for me.

I remember something a special task force member from another unit told me during the war when we briefly worked together.

Apparently, a certain organization under the Security Office regularly holds tournaments or competitions to maintain employee standards and provide grounds for performance bonuses.

If we could open that to outsiders, it would align with our Academy's founding purpose, and since it would be hosted by the Imperial Security Office, placing in such a competition would be quite prestigious.

"Principal, please go to the Imperial Castle and meet with the 2nd Princess."

"Eek?!"

Kirrin looked like she might faint on the spot, while Ismera stared at me with a mixture of suspicion and curiosity.
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"W-why do we have to go to the Imperial Castle...? And to the 2nd Princess...?"

Kirrin asked, trembling with extreme confusion.

"I'll request that the Security Office hold a proper competition suitable for our academy."

Then I explained what I had heard from other task force members in the past.

Basically, I wanted them to adapt some evaluation or assessment conducted by an organization under the Security Office to be more appropriate for academy-level students.

"But is that really necessary...? Couldn't we just select a few students here and send them...?"

As Kirrin hesitated, Ismera suddenly spoke up.

"I strongly support that idea."

What? Is she actually taking my side?

"Our Special Mission Academy is directly under the Security Office of the Imperial Castle. Therefore, I believe it's appropriate to request that they hold a competition that aligns with our academy's founding principles."

"I-I suppose so..."

When both head professors expressed the same opinion, beads of sweat began to form on Kirrin's forehead.

The problem was that Kirrin was terrified of the 2nd Princess.

But she has to do it. She's the principal, after all.

When you hold the title of principal, you have to shoulder both the authority and responsibility.

That's why high positions are difficult. To those who've never reached such positions, it might look easy and like they're just having fun, but the reality is different.

Sometimes, an ambiguous middle position like mine is actually better.

Especially in my situation, it's the best.

That's why I refused to become the principal no matter what.

"If the Principal feels uncomfortable with this task..."

When Kirrin hesitated, Ismera spoke up.

"I could go as the Acting Vice Principal."

That's when I realized why Ismera had agreed with my opinion.

I see, she wants to make an impression on the 2nd Princess.

Since Ismera wants to become the principal, meeting the 2nd Princess privately must seem like a tremendous opportunity.

In that case, let's just send Ismera.

Whether Kirrin goes or Ismera goes, all that matters is that we get the competition approved.

"That's not a bad idea. Then, Professor Ismera..."

"No, I'll go..."

Surprisingly, Kirrin squeezed out those words.

"I'm the principal... I should fulfill my responsibilities..."

"No, there's no need to force yourself. The Security Office Director won't mind."

Ismera tried to stop her, but Kirrin deliberately put strength in her eyes and spoke clearly.

"I'll go. Don't worry, you two. I'll definitely secure the competition."

"No, really, I can go..."

Once the principal had made up her mind, Ismera could only open and close her mouth without saying anything more.

After it was decided that Kirrin would go to the Imperial Castle...

"Head Professor of Combat."

As soon as we left the principal's office, Ismera called to me coldly.

"Yes?"

"Let's have a talk."

Without waiting for my response, Ismera turned sharply and walked away.

I thought she might be heading to her office, but instead she went to a secluded area behind the main building.

This spot is some distance from the main building with no windows or offices nearby—where Brogue and Kazador often smoke.

"Did you have something to say?"

Ismera crossed her arms and looked at me with eyes full of suspicion and distrust.

"Head Professor, you mentioned the Security Office earlier, didn't you?"

"I did."

"Where did you hear about such things?"

"A task force member I met during the war told me. You know I'm a war veteran."

"Are you saying a task force member disclosed internal organizational matters to an outsider?"

"It wasn't so much disclosure as just vaguely mentioning that such a thing exists. But what's your point?"

I smiled and spread my arms.

"Are you curious about which task force member told me this, or are you questioning the truth of the story?"

"During our visit to Ivronik Castle," Ismera changed the subject.

"What was your relationship with the veterans working there?"

"They were people I met during the recapture operation. I participated in that battle too."

"Is that so? With what rank and position?"

"I think I was a lieutenant at the time. Or was it first lieutenant? Anyway, not a very high rank. I didn't have a specific position. I operated independently. I was also a task force member."

"Task force?"

Ismera's eyes narrowed.

"What exactly was your mission in that operation?"

"Excuse me, Professor Ismera. I'm sorry, but am I obligated to tell you that?"

"What?"

"Don't you understand what it means to interrogate a former task force member about their past activities?"

Ismera's face instantly hardened.

"Are you referring to the National Security Act?"

"Well, I'm not suspecting a pure-blooded elf with a higher master's degree and academy professor position of being a foreign spy."

"Of course not. I wouldn't be foolish enough to ask so directly if that were the case."

"Oh, are you admitting you did something foolish just now?"

Ismera's face reddened.

In truth, I don't care at all about the National Security Act or whatever.

I just enjoy teasing this haughty elf and seeing her flustered.

Even when angry or embarrassed, she looks pretty—typical of a pure-blooded elf.

"Fine. I'll tell you. I was a member of the Demon King Assassination Task Force."

"What...?"

"Surprised? But it's true. At Ivronik Castle, I climbed the cliff with Sir Linus to recapture the fortress."

After staring at me blankly for a moment, Ismera snorted.

"So you're mocking me like this."

"I'm not mocking you, it's the truth..."

"Enough. This is unpleasant."

Ismera cut me off sharply.

"It was my mistake to ask. Good day."

As Ismera brushed past me, I caught the fresh forest scent unique to elves.

I knew she wouldn't believe me, tsk tsk.

I wouldn't believe it either if I were her.

If someone suddenly told me they were actually a secret Allied agent in World War II who infiltrated the Führer's bunker and shot Hitler with a pistol, I'd think they were crazy.

Now I should get back to work.

But first, I need to stop by the infirmary.

I need to check that patient record.

# # # # #

What a crazy person. Spouting such nonsense!

Ismera gritted her teeth inwardly as she passed Dian and entered the main building.

Task force member? National Security Act? Sir Linus?

He was obviously just a regular soldier or junior officer trying to mock me with these absurd claims.

If he were such an important person, why would he be working as an academy professor?

That good-for-nothing, lazy bum...

And what's with Kirrin suddenly insisting on going to the Imperial Castle herself?

She usually trembles at the mere mention of the Imperial Castle... I missed a valuable opportunity...

I'm afraid she'll make some careless mistake and embarrass the academy.

Ismera was displeased with both Dian and Kirrin.

# # # # #

"Eek?!"

Hindrasta, who was skipping class and heading to a dessert café, threw herself into a flowerbed when she spotted Dian approaching.

"Why is he going there?"

Hiding in the flowerbed, Hindrasta muttered to herself as she watched Dian enter the infirmary.

What reason would a perfectly healthy person have to visit the infirmary at this hour?

Aha, perhaps he's planning to skip his duties and take a nap in a hospital bed?

Considering Dian's typically lazy behavior, it's not entirely implausible.

That man was and still is complete garbage!

# # # # #

At the infirmary, Priestess Maya silently gave a slight bow in greeting.

That girl—no, that priestess—is really too quiet.

"Hello, Priestess. I'm sorry, but I'd like to look at the patient records."

"For what purpose?"

"It's about student Sophie from before. She's an honor student I'm personally mentoring, and I need to record her health information in her file. Just want to check for reference."

"I see."

Priestess Maya rummaged around and handed me the patient records. That was surprisingly easy.

Feeling slightly tense, I opened the patient records.

"Huh?"

What is this? There's nothing written here!

Well, not exactly empty—there is something written.

The dates of Hindrasta's visits to the infirmary, symptoms, treatment procedures, and so on.

But nowhere in the content is there anything that could cause even the slightest misunderstanding.

For example: "Month/Day / Bruising on lower abdomen / Sacred healing and internal medicine prescribed" and so on, all in this abbreviated format.

I looked through Knightley's records too, but found nothing unusual.

What's going on? Did Celine get it wrong? Was it just needless suspicion?

After pretending to skim through it, I returned the records.

"Thank you, Priestess."

"Goodbye."

Even as I left after saying goodbye to Priestess Maya, I was puzzled and tilted my head.

"Did she erase everything?"

No way. In the brief moment before I showed up unexpectedly?

I guess it was just my imagination.

# # # # #

After Dian left, Priestess Maya reached under her desk and pulled out another patient record.

Opening it on her desk, Priestess Maya hesitated briefly before picking up her pen.

[Professor Dian came without notice requesting to see student Sophie's patient records, seemed to be searching for something as he flipped through the pages before returning them.]

[As he left the infirmary, he muttered "Did she erase everything?" There was a previous incident where he forcefully ordered Sophie to "erase something."]

[For unknown reasons, he seems to have misunderstood that the sacred healing performed at that time was a process to erase something, and I cautiously speculate that he came to verify whether it was properly erased (requires further confirmation).]

[Confirmed student Sophie hiding in the flowerbed outside the window watching this direction; unclear if there is any correlation with Professor Dian's visit.]

Priestess Maya continued writing the patient records diligently with a face that betrayed no emotion.
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"I'm going crazy, absolutely crazy..."

Inside the carriage, Kirrin trembled as she nervously chewed on her fingernails.

Even though she had previously met with the 2nd Princess in private and received praise, she couldn't help feeling anxious.

The 2nd Princess naturally exuded an overwhelming charisma.

And that single remaining eye of hers seemed to pierce right through one's heart, which was truly frightening.

Although she had never raised her voice at Kirrin or directly shown any discomfort, Kirrin could tell enough just from her subtle smile.

But I can't run away anymore.

I am the Principal of the Academy and must fulfill my responsibilities.

I need to build favor with the 2nd Princess now so that even if I step down as Principal later, I can remain at the Academy as a subject professor.

And above all, I can't disappoint Dian.

While Dian works hard for the Academy, I can't do nothing just because I'm afraid of the 2nd Princess.

If I did, Dian would be disappointed in me and eventually come to dislike me.

And then he might turn to Professor Lina...

Kirrin squeezed her eyes shut and shook her head vigorously. That can't happen.

Get yourself together, Kirrin.

Gain recognition from the 2nd Princess and Dian, smoothly hand over the Principal position, and remain at the Academy as a subject professor.

Additionally, as a safety measure, maintain and develop a "good relationship" with Dian.

I need to focus everything on this plan.

While Kirrin was lost in these thoughts, the carriage entered a narrow mountain path.

A single narrow road winding between the uneven ridges on the outskirts of the capital. Kirrin had no idea where it led.

She was riding in a carriage without windows, after all.

When Kirrin had gone to the Imperial Castle, a security office official told her the 2nd Princess was out.

They said they would guide her there, and she had switched to this new carriage.

I wonder where we're going.

After continuing along the winding road, a building soon appeared ahead.

It was a low two-story structure stretching out to the left and right, looking very much like military barracks.

There was an open space in front, and the surroundings were enclosed by high brick walls, really making it seem like a garrison.

"Please get out."

The carriage stopped, and the security office official opened the door.

Kirrin stepped out at the main gate.

She could see two men in civilian clothes standing guard like sentries in front of a thick iron gate.

Though the men with long swords at their waists looked like ordinary citizens at first glance, Kirrin immediately recognized their true nature through her racial ability.

Those men have hidden weapons all over their clothes.

Not just daggers, but their belts have metal plates on the inside that can be unfastened and wielded like whips if needed.

They're neither ordinary citizens nor legion soldiers. So what are they?

Probably members of one of the many organizations under the security office.

If such people are guarding this place in the mountains, then...

"Please come in."

Following the official who had driven the carriage, Kirrin entered and saw people gathered in front of a platform.

And sitting on a chair on that platform was a tall woman with silver hair. The Empire's Security Office Director, the 2nd Princess.

"I-I hope you've been well..."

"Welcome."

As Kirrin bowed her head trembling, the 2nd Princess greeted her with a gentle smile.

"You must have had a difficult journey. You said you had something to propose to me?"

"Yes..."

"Is it urgent? If not, we can discuss it later."

"N-no, it's not urgent...!"

"Good. Sit here."

The 2nd Princess pointed to an empty chair beside her.

As Kirrin sat down, honored by the gesture, she suddenly realized that everyone below the platform was staring at her.

They were all men and women dressed in black with masks covering their faces, their exposed eyes looking extremely fierce.

Kirrin knew those outfits all too well. They were the same ones Professor Lina from the infiltration course sometimes wore during practical training.

"This is the Principal of the Imperial Special Mission Academy."

At the 2nd Princess's words, the people shifted their gaze away from Kirrin.

Only then did Kirrin feel a belated chill run down her spine.

Those people weren't looking at her out of mere curiosity. It was because she was a Dark Elf.

Dark Elves were traitors who had fought on the Demon King's side during the war.

Although Kirrin's Nemara Clan had betrayed the Demon King and saved the Emperor from assassination, that was an extremely rare case.

Other clans did not convert after the war and scattered to distant places.

So the world's view of Dark Elves remained unfavorable, and despite their debt to the Emperor for saving his life, the Nemara Clan still couldn't leave the forest.

Although Kirrin's skin was much lighter than pure-blooded Dark Elves and her physique was different, a Dark Elf was still a Dark Elf.

To those who didn't know the circumstances, they all looked the same.

"Begin."

At the 2nd Princess's command, the people in black formed a formation.

They created a fairly large square space in the middle and surrounded its perimeter.

"These are agents under the Security Office. Today happens to be the day they demonstrate practical combat, and you've arrived just in time."

"Agents... are they from the Task Force?"

"Their training purpose differs from the Task Force."

"Then what kind of..."

But the 2nd Princess didn't answer and turned her attention to the agents.

Two agents walked into the square space in the middle and stood facing each other.

They held knives about two hand spans in length, which didn't look like wooden training weapons but real ones.

Are they really going to spar with those? It seems extremely dangerous.

They must have rehearsed this beforehand for the visit of an important person.

But that wasn't the case.

As soon as the match began, the two charged at each other with battle cries, fighting as if their lives depended on it.

Kirrin's eyes nearly popped out when she saw them getting scratched, cut, and bleeding all over.

Kirrin had learned assassination and stealth in her clan's forest.

These were basic skills that Dark Elves learned from the time they could walk.

However, Kirrin was a child born for a separate purpose by the Nemara.

Even when other Dark Elves were deployed in actual combat, Kirrin had remained in the forest, so she was seeing such a sight for the first time.

"Gasp...!"

Kirrin drew in a sharp breath as one agent stabbed the other in the side at the end of the fierce fight.

"Are you alright?"

"Y-yes, I'm fine..."

As Kirrin answered the 2nd Princess's question, she staggered with dizziness at the sight of the knife repeatedly plunging into the agent's side.

"Enough."

The match ended at the 2nd Princess's command.

The victorious agent stepped back, while the defeated one collapsed with the knife still embedded in his side.

Several medical agents rushed forward to begin treating the fallen agent. The golden light flickering suggested there was also a priest among them.

"What are your thoughts, Principal Kirrin?"

The 2nd Princess turned to Kirrin and asked.

"I-I've never seen anything like this before..."

Kirrin, her face completely pale, answered with difficulty.

"Some of the students who graduate from the Academy will perform such missions. If they are taught carelessly, they will die miserable deaths in the field."

"That's true..."

"There's a saying that the best welfare a commander can give to soldiers is rigorous training. Guide the children with all your heart and soul."

"I understand, Your Highness..."

"I hope the graduates produced next year will meet the standards required by our Security Office and other agencies."

"I will do my best..."

Graduating from the Academy doesn't mean immediate deployment to practical duties.

Each agency and organization has different requirements for talent, so they have their own training programs that must be passed before practical work can begin.

Nevertheless, they must possess minimum abilities such as physical fitness and basic administrative skills, which are entirely the Academy's responsibility.

It's Kirrin's job.

"Now, Principal Kirrin. You said you had something to propose."

Kirrin, glancing at the agent being carried away on a stretcher while dripping blood, stammered:

"Y-Your Highness... I was wondering if our Academy could... could... participate in a competition..."

Unable to continue while directly meeting the 2nd Princess's single gaze, Kirrin swallowed.

"You want to enter a competition?"

"Yes..."

"Deciding whether to participate in competitions is entirely within the Principal's authority. Surely you didn't come all this way because you didn't know that."

"Well, actually..."

Kirrin lowered her ears submissively and explained as respectfully as possible, careful not to offend the 2nd Princess.

She wanted to participate in competitions to improve the graduates' standards and help them gain experience.

However, the current competitions held within the Empire don't quite align with a "Special Mission" Academy.

She requested that the Security Office host a competition related to their field.

"You want the Security Office to hold a competition?"

"Yes... For example, if you could perhaps open up some evaluations currently conducted for active agents to the Academy..."

"Who suggested such an idea?"

"Pardon...?"

Seeing Kirrin's eyes about to pop out, the 2nd Princess smiled.

"No, never mind. I understand your intention. I'll contact you soon after internal discussions."

"Th-thank you...!"

Kirrin bowed so deeply her forehead nearly touched the ground.

"By the way, how is the specially selected student doing?"

"If you mean Sophie, she's adapting well."

Kirrin answered with a somewhat brighter expression, relieved from the extreme pressure.

"She will greatly contribute to the Empire's security after graduation. I personally guarantee she will graduate with excellent results...!"

"Excellent, Kirrin."

"Eek!? Thank you!"

Kirrin made a strange sound and bowed her head again, receiving a rare compliment from the 2nd Princess.

"The special student selection is an excellent system for discovering the Empire's hidden gems. Use it actively."

"I will...!"

"Good. You may return now."

After the dazed and smiling Kirrin had left, the 2nd Princess smiled and beckoned with her finger.

Her personal aide approached from behind and leaned forward.

"Yes, Your Highness."

"Convert part of this year's Unit 5439 evaluation into a competition. I will discuss the details with the unit commander."

"Understood. I will communicate this immediately and make preparations."

As the aide departed, the 2nd Princess brushed back her silver hair with considerable satisfaction.

Open up the evaluation of active Security Office agents as a competition?

This must certainly be Dian's idea.

What a remarkable individual indeed.

His past record aside, he has transformed the Academy since becoming a professor, and now he's thought of using the Security Office's internal evaluations as an Academy competition.

As expected of Lord Linus's friend and a member of the Demon King Assassination Task Force.

He is certainly qualified to become my dagger in the future.

He must already be looking this far ahead and deliberating in his own way.

# # # # #

Meanwhile, at Dian's house in the Special Mission Academy's faculty district.

"Master Dian! Please stop turning your socks inside out when you take them off!"

Olicia was scolding him while holding up a bunched-up sock.

"Huh? What's the problem?"

"I can't wash them properly, and I have to turn them right side out again later!"

"No problem. Just wear them inside out. Then turn them right side out when you take them off next time."

"Oh my goodness! Really!!!"

Contrary to the 2nd Princess's expectations, Dian was just chuckling while teasing his young maid.

Ch.75 - New Special Student (5)
"The 2nd Princess praised me...

She told me I was excellent..."

On the carriage ride back to the academy, Kirrin was nearly delirious with joy.

It was only natural—the Empire's most powerful figure, who had been looking for any opportunity to dismiss her, had praised her. And not just once, but twice in succession.

Last time, she'd received high praise thanks to Dian, and this time too, Dian had done everything.

If Dian hadn't mentioned the Internal Security Office's evaluation and pushed Kirrin forward, none of this would have happened.

By now, she would probably be dabbling in some creative writing competition or other contest completely unrelated to the Special Mission Academy.

This is all thanks to Dian. My life has completely changed since Dian arrived.

I was forced by my father to be a principal I didn't want to be, constantly anxious about when I'd be fired.

But since Dian came, everything has returned to normal.

Dian is my life's savior... I can't do without Dian...

If that's the case, I need to work harder somehow to make Dian like me.

Since he's diligent and refined in character, he'd find physical advances vulgar and distasteful, so I need to behave and act in a manner befitting my position as principal.

First, I've already received a promise from the 2nd Princess about the competition, so I just need to wait for news.

What else should I do?

After pondering deeply, Kirrin snapped her fingers.

The 2nd Princess told me to make good use of the special talent recruitment system.

Should I try another round of special talent recruitment?

But since we did a large-scale one last time, I'll scale it down this time and target white agents—administrative support staff candidates—rather than all-around agent hopefuls.

Field agents are crucial, but the mission of supporting them from behind is also quite important.

That's why our academy has a Department of Arcane Theory alongside the Department of Combat.

If consecutive recruitments seem burdensome, I could visit other school principals and ask them to recommend graduates interested in this field.

Good job, Kirrin. Keep going like this. You're doing very well.

Kirrin was feeling quite pleased with herself.


# # # # #


I heard from Kirrin.

The 2nd Princess agreed to hold a competition for our academy, sponsored by the Internal Security Office.

"You did excellently, Principal."

At my praise, Kirrin's face turned dark red, while Ismera looked at Kirrin with disbelief.

She probably thought Kirrin would stammer in front of the 2nd Princess, get rejected, and return empty-handed.

But Kirrin isn't the same Kirrin as before. She's found her confidence now.

"So we have about two months left. The competition will likely be held right before summer vacation."

"How can you be so certain?" Ismera asked.

"They won't apply the same evaluation standards for active agents directly to students. They'll need to modify the criteria and evaluation forms, and also find a new venue for security reasons. And since it's being organized by the Imperial Castle's Internal Security Office, not some neighborhood sports day, they won't prepare it hastily."

Finding the logic sound, Ismera closed her mouth without further argument.

That elf—she's always nitpicking, but she's actually quite reasonable.

"The key question is how far the Internal Security Office will extend the scope of participants," I said.

"Isn't it obviously just for our academy?" Kirrin asked.

"No, Principal. It's not that simple."

As Kirrin tilted her head, I elaborated.

"There are several other Imperial Academies in the Empire besides ours. If you include private and public ones, the number increases even more."

"Right. So?"

"While the Internal Security Office will adjust their standards for students, the foundation will still be based on active agent evaluations. If someone performs exceptionally well in this competition, wouldn't it be reasonable to consider them ready for immediate recruitment after graduation?"

"Mm-hmm."

"Then from the Internal Security Office's perspective, wouldn't they want to accept as many applicants as possible to identify the best talents?"

"Ah?"

"Of course, they won't take people right away just because they did well in the competition, but they might give bonus points at graduation or offer special recruitment opportunities."

"Oh!"

Kirrin exclaimed, finally understanding completely.

"Do you have any evidence that the Internal Security Office will do that?" Ismera asked.

Unlike Kirrin, whose eyes were shining like a puppy's, Ismera raised an objection again.

But it was a valid objection.

What I presented was my own speculation, not logic based on clear evidence.

"I don't have evidence. But if I were the 2nd Princess, this is what I would do."

"What if they end up targeting only our academy? What will you do then?"

"That wouldn't be a major problem."

"Why not?"

"Let's consider preparing for both scenarios—mine and Professor Ismera's."

I held up two fingers.

"First, if the Internal Security Office holds a competition for the entire Empire as I predict. In that case, each academy would likely send representatives. That makes sense, right? With so many academies, they can't accept everyone who wants to participate. Do you agree?"

"I agree."

"Then our job would be to select individuals or teams to represent our academy. That would require internal competition and evaluation to establish rankings, correct?"

"You're not wrong."

"Good. Now for Professor Ismera's prediction."

I folded one finger.

"If it's only for our academy? Then we don't need to select representatives—we just accept volunteers and send them. Right?"

"That's right."

"But what if we prepare according to Professor Ismera's prediction, and suddenly the Internal Security Office asks each academy to send representatives?"

"We'd have to quickly conduct an internal evaluation," Kirrin interjected.

Ismera glared at Kirrin for a brief moment.

"Exactly. Conversely, if we prepare according to my prediction and the Internal Security Office decides to target only our academy?"

"We can just send the students we've already selected through internal evaluation."

"That's right, Principal."

"So if we prepare according to Dian's suggestion, we can be ready for both scenarios? I agree with Dian's opinion."

Kirrin said while glancing at Ismera.

"Besides, apart from the competition, we can use the internal evaluation to check the students' levels before vacation and use that to plan the second semester curriculum."

Oh, Kirrin. You've improved a lot. Or were you always like this?

"What do you think, Professor Ismera?"

But Professor Ismera didn't answer.

She was currently looking down, chewing her lips. She appeared extremely angry.

"Professor Ismera. Are you okay?"

When Kirrin cautiously touched her shoulder with a finger, Ismera jerked her head up.

Her expression was now serene, with no trace of the anger from before.

"Fine. The Head Professor of Combat is absolutely right. Let's do that."

But despite her expression, her voice was so cold that Kirrin had to hurry to end the meeting.

"Phew..."

After Ismera left first, Kirrin sighed deeply and then smiled at me.

"Dian."

"Yes?"

"Should I buy you cake?"

"Sure. Let's go."

At the dessert café, Kirrin ordered an entire cake.

"Is someone else joining us?"

"No?"

"Then why order such a large cake?"

"For two people, we need at least this much."

"Hmm, if you say so..."

I glanced discreetly at Kirrin's body visible through her cloak, but she didn't seem to have gained any weight.

It seems dark elves have a high metabolic rate due to their racial characteristics, allowing them to eat a lot without gaining weight.

Only humans get fat from eating too much.

"Dian. I've been thinking about something."

Kirrin spoke while devouring the cake.

"What is it?"

"I'm thinking of recruiting more special talent students."

She then told me about what came up during her conversation with the 2nd Princess.

Additional special talent recruitment. Not a bad idea, but doing it consecutively might be burdensome.

"So I'm planning to do it privately this time. I thought about asking other academy principals to recommend some of their graduates."

"That's not a bad idea. Try the public academies."

"Public academies? Why? There are plenty of other good places."

"That's exactly why you should go there."

Most other academies are either privately funded by the House of Nobles or have special purposes like ours.

Graduates from those places usually have their career paths secured and help each other through alumni connections.

In contrast, public academies are somewhat lower in status, and some graduates struggle to find proper career paths after graduation.

But that doesn't mean their graduates are inferior. Some excellent students attend public academies not because they lack academic ability, but because they lack money, backing, or come from humble origins.

If we carefully select talented non-privileged students who want to advance to the Imperial Castle, it would benefit us. In stock market terms, it's like buying undervalued quality stocks at their lowest price.

"So I can go ahead with this?"

"Go ahead. Since there's no additional cost, there's no loss even if we don't recruit anyone."

"Right, then. Since Dian has given permission..."

What's she saying? She's the principal—why is she asking for my permission?

I was about to comment on that when I saw her smiling with cream on her lips, and I couldn't help but smile back.

# # # # #

Meanwhile, Ismera...

"Damn it, damn it, damn it!!"

She was venting her anger by pounding her fist on the desk.

The reason for Ismera's fury was none other than Dian.

It wasn't that she simply disliked Dian. Rather, she was angry because Dian had said the right things.

Why didn't I think of that myself?

Why is that good-for-nothing layabout able to see further ahead than me?

I have a higher master's degree. I'm completely different from a human who just swung swords on battlefields.

But why!

Why does this keep happening?

"Why, why, WHY!!"

After repeatedly pounding her fist, Ismera finally crumpled into a squatting position.

I tried so hard. After our forest burned down and I fled to the human city, I really tried hard...

But why can't I surpass that human... why...

That human came in with backing from the Imperial Castle and does nothing but idle around...

Why is he always ahead of me...

Ismera curled up, her shoulders shaking as she began to sob.

Ch.76 - New Special Student (6)
The landscape outside the carriage window changed as they left the capital.

The gentle ridges now lazily stretched across the Kalvasar plains that had seemed endless before.

In the bright blue sky, massive, gleaming white cumulonimbus clouds—characteristic of summer—drifted slowly overhead.

Kirrin rested her chin on her hand, absently gazing at the peaceful scenery.

Currently, Kirrin was on her way to recruit a special talent student.

# # # # #

A few days earlier.

Greatly encouraged by Dian's praise, Kirrin immediately proceeded with her next course of action.

Following Dian's advice, she went to visit the principal of the public academy.

After stepping out of the carriage that had stopped at the academy's main gate, Kirrin briefly surveyed her surroundings before entering.

Located on the outskirts of the capital where land was relatively inexpensive, the public academy resembled an old military base.

It was a modest place with a large main building and lecture hall in the center, surrounded by clustered facilities—a cafeteria, dormitories, and storage buildings.

This was to be expected from an institution that charged no tuition and operated solely on imperial taxes.

It couldn't compare to private academies where annual fees reached hundreds of gold coins, not to mention the generous donations from high-ranking parents.

Still, as an academy in its own right, graduates could at least expect to avoid starvation.

This world, modeled after medieval fantasy, didn't have the systematic public education from childhood like in her previous life.

Therefore, getting into any academy was extremely difficult, and the public academy was no exception.

Unlike private institutions where money and connections played a significant role, this place required pure merit, making it a potential source of excellent talent if one looked carefully.

There must be graduates who couldn't secure good employment due to their backgrounds.

"It's a Dark Elf..."

Students whispered as Kirrin walked through the campus.

Currently, Kirrin was the only Dark Elf who had ventured into human cities. This was why she attracted attention wherever she went.

For this reason, Kirrin rarely left the Special Mission Academy unless necessary.

This was also why she declined the invitation to the Combat Department's dinner gathering last time.

While people might be civil normally, no one could predict what might happen when a Dark Elf appeared in a tavern full of intoxicated patrons.

This remained true even for someone as recognizable as Kirrin—the only Dark Elf in civilized society and the principal of the Special Mission Academy.

The emotional divide between the Human Alliance—the intelligent races that fought against the Demon King's army—ran incredibly deep.

"Isn't that the Dark Elf who's the academy principal?"

"I think so."

"But why does her skin look like that? Is she really a Dark Elf?"

Ignoring the students' whispers, Kirrin entered the main building.

Already familiar with the interior layout, she moved effortlessly through the corridors and up the stairs.

The public academy was Kirrin's alma mater. It was the place she had been forced to attend after the war, pushed by her father.

This was why Kirrin could reach the principal's office without any guidance.

"Welcome, Kirrin."

Upon entering the office, a warm, middle-aged woman greeted her cordially.

"Hello, Principal. You look well."

This woman had been the principal since Kirrin was a student.

She was a mentor who had looked after and helped Kirrin when she struggled with racial discrimination during her unwanted academy days.

The two embraced warmly and spent some time catching up.

"Your face looks much better than before."

"I'm getting by. How have you been lately, Principal?"

"Always the same. It's the public academy, after all."

The principal smiled kindly and asked, "How about your Special Mission Academy? Are you still focusing on indoor lectures? The Imperial Castle will surely raise questions someday."

"Not at all. We now incorporate combat practice as well. In fact, practical training has increased."

"Oh, really? Did something change your mind?"

"It's not so much a change of mind as it is the arrival of a new Head Professor of Combat."

"You mean the position that the previous holder abandoned in the middle of the night?"

"Yes, Principal. The new person was recommended by the Imperial Castle. His name is Dian, and he's apparently a war veteran."

"If he was recommended by the Imperial Castle and is a war veteran, he must have quite an impressive background."

"Actually, I don't know much about his past. The Imperial Castle didn't disclose that information."

The principal nodded knowingly.

"He's probably from the Special Task Force."

"That's what I think too. Anyway, the academy has changed a lot since he arrived."

Kirrin enthusiastically listed all of Dian's accomplishments to the principal.

"Honestly, I feel both embarrassed and awkward. These were things I should have done myself. I'm always grateful to Dian, but also sorry."

"Don't think that way, Kirrin. The fact is, he could only do all those things because you approved them."

"Do you think so...?"

"Of course. If you had blocked him halfway, he couldn't have done anything, regardless of being the Head Professor. It's not about your abilities or his, but about the system and legal authority."

Hearing this, Kirrin stared at the principal with her mouth half-open, unable to speak.

Until now, she had believed that the academy's normalization was solely due to Dian's capabilities.

That's why, while depending on Dian, she also felt extreme self-reproach for not properly fulfilling her role as principal.

The principal was the only one who told Kirrin that she deserved some credit too.

"So don't belittle yourself too much. Delegating authority to capable subordinates also requires courage and determination."

"I understand..."

Kirrin managed a smile, barely holding back tears.

"So, Kirrin. What brings you here? This isn't a place for principals to socialize, and if you came during your busy schedule, you must have something to discuss."

"Actually, I have a favor to ask."

"Go ahead."

"Do you know any graduates who might be suitable as special talent students for our academy?"

After Kirrin explained everything, the principal nodded in understanding.

"I see what you mean. Simply put, you're looking for outstanding graduates who are considering social advancement or career changes?"

After pondering briefly, the principal called someone from the administrative office adjacent to her office.

"Could you bring me the graduate employment status survey from earlier this year?"

Receiving a thick stack of documents, the principal smiled and said, "Being a public academy, many students struggle to find good employment on their own, so we track and help with job placements."

The principal sorted through the papers to find suitable candidates.

"Would you like to see?"

Taking the documents, Kirrin began to carefully examine them.

They contained basic personal information, current situations, and past academic records.

"Principal, what does 'contract expiration expected' mean?"

"Those are students employed on fixed-term contracts. They're anxious too. If their contracts aren't renewed, they immediately lose their income."

"Then I should consider these people as well."

After reviewing the documents several times from beginning to end, Kirrin pointed to one person's profile.

"What about this person?"

"Let me see."

The principal took the profile and nodded with a smile.

"You have a good eye. Actually, I wanted to recommend this student too."

The principal briefly explained the candidate's background.

"Sounds good, doesn't it? It might not be a bad idea to go meet them."

"You're right. If we bring this person as a special talent student, Dian would be pleased too."

At those words, the principal simply smiled warmly at Kirrin without saying anything.

"What...?"

"Kirrin, you like him, don't you?"

"What?!"

Startled, Kirrin stood up abruptly, pushing back her chair.

"No! What are you saying?!"

"The decision to recruit additional special talent students was discussed between you and the 2nd Princess. Yet you're thinking about what Dian would think, not the princess."

"Ah..."

At a loss for words, Kirrin sat back down, her face turning crimson.

"Do you like him?"

"Well..."

Kirrin hesitated before slowly opening up.

Though she had never shared this with anyone else, the principal seemed safe to confide in.

After hearing Kirrin's entire story, the principal said, "What matters most is your feelings."

"Yes..."

"Your father's and the Imperial Castle's concerns come second."

"But I can't ignore those considerations..."

"Then what if you didn't have to remain as principal, or if you weren't the principal at all?"

"What?"

"In that situation, would you still need to like Professor Dian?"

"That's..."

"Do you like Professor Dian for who he is, or as a means to realize your plans?"

Kirrin looked at the principal, then averted her gaze and fell silent.

As Kirrin's silence persisted, the principal spoke again.

"Under your strict father's influence, you've always hesitated to express your opinions and worried about others' reactions."

Placing a hand on Kirrin's knee, the principal continued, "And after becoming principal, you've been caught between the Imperial Castle and your father, unable to move in any direction. You ended up doing nothing and hiding, but that wasn't your fault."

The principal gently stroked Kirrin's knee.

"Similarly, the fact that Professor Dian rebuilt the academy in your place doesn't mean you were inadequate. You were simply oppressed."

"But I'm incompetent..."

"That's not true, Kirrin. How can the top graduate say such things? You're the pride of our public academy."

"Principal..."

Kirrin bit her lip and roughly wiped her eyes with her sleeve.

"You regret the past? You blame yourself? But it's fine. Just don't do that anymore. You're already changing. Professor Dian is helping you."

"Yes..."

"Accept your feelings for Professor Dian purely, Kirrin. If you feel happy liking him, then do so. Don't hesitate. Don't think about your father or the Imperial Castle."

"I understand, Principal... Thank you..."

As Kirrin burst into tears, the principal embraced her with a maternal smile.

# # # # #

If you feel happy liking Professor Dian, then do so... Accept those feelings purely... Don't think about your father or the Imperial Castle...

"We've arrived, Principal."

The coachman's voice pulled Kirrin from her reverie back to the present.

The carriage had stopped at a sizable city nestled in a flat area between ridges.

So this is Tatanoko.

Ch.77 - New Special Student (7)
After the academy leadership meeting, I called a separate assembly of the Combat Department.

This was to spread the word about the competition early and make our own preparations.

"The Security Office is hosting a competition? And it's based on active agent evaluations?"

Naturally, the professors were shocked by this news.

The Security Office had never disclosed anything like this to outsiders before.

Of course, the difficulty would be adjusted for academy students, but the foundation was still the classified active agent evaluation system.

From the professors' perspective, it was astonishing news. Moreover, the fact that Principal Kirrin herself had secured this through a private audience with the Second Princess.

"The Principal is really something else."

"I know. How did she manage to face the Second Princess without cowering?"

"She's completely transformed."

"It's all thanks to our Head Professor coming here..."

At Lina's closing remark, all the professors turned to look at her.

Their gazes seemed to ask what nonsense she was suddenly spouting. But Lina paid no attention, her eyes shining as she looked at me.

"It's true, isn't it? Before you arrived, Head Professor, the Principal didn't want to do anything. Practical training, field trips to historical battle sites—all these external activities only started after you came."

"Hmm, that's true."

Since it wasn't wrong, the professors nodded in agreement.

"Alright, let's get started. The competition is expected to be in about three months. We have at most two months, at minimum one to one and a half months."

My competition preparation plan is as follows:

First, Stage 1 involves evaluating all graduating students without exception, meticulously scoring them by category and ranking them.

The categories are broadly divided into three: infiltration, assassination, and espionage.

Typically, special task forces are equipped with these three functions, though the specifics vary depending on the number of personnel.

Anyway, after this evaluation, Stage 2 involves forming teams of students who scored well in each category and training them.

This way, we can be ready to compete whether the competition involves multiple academies or just our own.

Additionally, by thoroughly evaluating all students, we can identify weaknesses in the graduating class and focus on reinforcing those areas in the second semester.

It's an excellent opportunity to kill multiple birds with one stone—preparing for the competition, assessing the graduating class's level, and revising the curriculum.

"But don't we need to wait for the Security Office to provide the evaluation form before we can prepare anything?"

"If we wait for that, it'll be too tight. Let's create our own evaluation form for now and prepare the students. When the official form comes down, we can add to it."

The Security Office won't apply unreasonable standards to academy students. They'll surely create conditions based on typical special task force mission parameters.

If that's the case, our Combat Department professors can predict it well enough.

"Head Professor, you're absolutely right. But I don't know the first thing about special task forces, so I'm at a loss."

"No need to worry too much. Lina and I will create the draft evaluation form. The rest of you can prepare the practice grounds according to the draft and secure the necessary teaching materials in advance."

Since Lina is a former special task force member with field experience, the two of us should be able to easily create a draft evaluation form.

Kirrin doubles as the assassination and abduction professor, so she should be involved, but the problem is that Kirrin has zero practical experience, so she won't be much help.

"That sounds wonderful!"

At my words, Lina jumped up and down, ecstatic.

By the way, there's one issue. Regarding the espionage function.

We'll need to request cooperation from Professor Ismera.

The Department of Arcane Theory has courses on code-breaking, signal detection, and other intelligence gathering subjects.

I wonder if that elf will start foaming at the mouth and yapping like a Chihuahua again.

# # # # #

"You're here to see our Head Professor?"

When I went to the Department of Arcane Theory, an administrative assistant gave me a somewhat troubled expression.

"Is there a problem?"

"No, it's not that..."

The hesitant assistant asked me to wait a moment and rushed inside.

"She says you may enter."

After a while, having received permission, the assistant showed me in.

"Professor Ismera."

When I knocked on the professor's office door, a voice from inside told me to enter.

Opening the door and stepping in, I paused in slight surprise.

Professor Ismera was sitting at her desk.

But her eyes were bloodshot as if inflamed, and her face was so haggard that she looked terribly unwell.

"Are you alright? Are you sick?"

"What do you want?"

Ismera asked curtly in a voice that couldn't have been colder.

"It's about preparing for the competition. We need to coordinate with the Department of Arcane Theory."

Since she didn't invite me to sit, I explained the situation while standing. Professor Ismera offered no particular opinion and turned her gaze toward the window.

"We'll support you after internal discussions."

"I'll wait then. But please give me an answer by the day after tomorrow at the latest. If support is difficult, I need to quickly develop alternatives."

That was it. Ismera seemed to have no desire to continue our conversation.

"I'll be going then. Take care of your health."

With no response forthcoming, I gave a slight bow and left the office.

# # # # #

"Hyaang, I'm so excited!"

Lina looked around the Head Professor's office with an expression of ecstasy.

"Working late with just the Head Professor and me—just thinking about it makes my heart flutter."

Lina was currently carrying a backpack almost as large as herself.

"Are you moving in?"

"Pretty much! If I'm going to eat and sleep here, I need to be thoroughly prepared."

"What are you talking about? Eat and sleep? This is just one night's work."

"Will it end that quickly? But it's such an important task."

"The importance of a task isn't proportional to the time and effort put into it."

"Oh, is that so..."

Lina, visibly disappointed, suddenly brightened up.

"But if we get tired, we can still take a quick nap!"

"Sure, sure. Unpack your things over there and let's get started."

"Ah, Head Professor. I'm really so nervous and excited I could go crazy..."

I pushed my finger against Lina's forehead as she looked up at me like a puppy wagging its tail.

"Come on, let's work."

"Yes, Head Professor!"

Just then, the door opened and a professor from the Department of Arcane Theory entered.

"Good day, Head Professor of Combat."

"Welcome."

I thought they weren't coming, but it seems Professor Ismera sent someone after all.

She may have a nasty temperament, but she's a reasonable woman.

"Eh? What's going on?"

I explained the situation to Lina, who was blinking in confusion.

I told her that we'd arranged for the Department of Arcane Theory to support us with the espionage function.

"So... the three of us will be working together?"

"Yes, that's right."

A shadow fell across Lina's face at remarkable speed.

# # # # #

When Professor Dian first selected her, Lina was overjoyed.

She had already completely fallen for Professor Dian after the series of incidents, and now they would be working late together, just the two of them, in the Head Professor's office?!

An unimaginable opportunity had come so quickly and unexpectedly.

Lina had rushed to the dormitory and hurriedly packed her things.

First, snacks for when they got hungry, reference books, teaching materials, and of course a sleeping bag since they'd surely be pulling an all-nighter.

And in the midst of it all, just in case, just maybe something might happen, she needed to pay attention to her underwear.

What would be good? Yes, this is it! The embarrassingly scandalous underwear she'd been saving for the day of reckoning!

And since she didn't know Professor Dian's stamina and endurance, she packed extra underwear.

Since they were preparing for a competition sponsored by the Security Office, they would surely need to work together for several days.

She had been so excited, but Professor Dian said they could finish in just one day. This wasn't right...

But it was okay. They wouldn't just work all day, would they?

They might take a quick nap in between, or wash up to stay awake—there were many possibilities.

Just in case, just in case, just in case!

But it had all been a delusion.

"Good day, Head Professor of Combat."

"Ah, welcome."

As the excited Lina was humming and unpacking her things, a professor from the Department of Arcane Theory entered.

As it turned out, they had come to support the espionage function.

"So... the three of us will be working together?"

"Yes, that's right."

This couldn't be happening... This was absurd... My plans, my underwear...

To make matters worse, Professor Dian's work pace was incredibly fast.

Spreading out a few blank sheets of paper, Professor Dian picked up a pen and began scribbling evaluation elements without hesitation.

He distributed these to Lina and the espionage professor, instructing them to review and edit.

Lina and the espionage professor checked the infiltration and espionage functions respectively, then Dian reviewed them again.

After repeating this process several times, they passed the papers back and forth for further review.

Honestly, almost everything was already included in what Professor Dian had initially scribbled, so there wasn't much to add or remove.

"Lina. Go get the administrative director."

When the administrative director was summoned to the Head Professor's office, Dian asked if all the evaluation elements written here could be assessed with the academy's current resources.

The director looked it over and replied that most were possible, and any deficiencies could be addressed by coordinating with other academies or nearby military units.

"Great! We've completed the preliminary draft!"

With that exclamation, Professor Dian immediately assembled the Combat Department professors and instructed them to review it by passing it around.

"Not bad at all."

"This is excellent! Nothing's missing!"

"I approve. Honestly, we should send this to the Security Office as a reference."

"Then the draft is complete!"

When all the professors responded positively, Professor Dian took the draft evaluation form and headed straight to the principal's office.

"Hey, assistant! Tell Professor Ismera to come to the principal's office! It's regarding the draft self-evaluation form for the competition!"

"Yes, Head Professor!"

Looking out the window, the sun was just setting, around the usual quitting time.

What is this... I was so excited, but it was just a normal workday...?

Hiing, my underwear!

Still... Professor Dian is really amazing...

How can he handle work so cleanly before the workday even ends...?

I really like him so much...

"Snap out of it, Lina. You're drooling."

When Pelemia shook her shoulder, Lina hurriedly wiped her mouth with her sleeve.

In her daze, Lina had indeed been drooling.

"What were you thinking about that made you look so stupid?"

"I was thinking how disappointing it is that I couldn't show it to Professor Dian."

"Show what? What is it?"

"It's something..."

Ch.78 - New Special Student (8)
I knocked on the principal's door to have my evaluation form reviewed, but there was no answer.

"Principal! It's Dian!"

Still no response. What's going on?

"Oh? Head Professor of Combat. The principal is currently away."

Just then, a staff member came out from the administrative office next door to inform me.

"Away? Where did she go?"

"She left on business related to the special students, but she didn't share any details."

"I see. Do you know when she'll be back?"

"She should return sometime during today's working hours."

What should I do? I already sent an assistant to call Professor Ismera.

If she finds out she made a wasted trip because I summoned her when the principal wasn't even here, she'll throw another fit.

I should go tell her right away.

Just as I turned around, I saw the assistant I had sent approaching. Professor Ismera wasn't with him.

"Head Professor. Professor Ismera says she can't come."

"That's fortunate. I was about to tell her not to come since the principal isn't here. But why can't she make it?"

"She said she wasn't feeling well and went to the infirmary."

"The infirmary?"

She must really not be feeling well...

I was about to return to the professors' office but changed my mind and headed to the infirmary instead.

I should at least check on her well-being, since we're colleagues.

Just as I was opening the infirmary door, it opened from the other side, and I came face to face with Ismera.

"Oh? Professor. Are you alright?"

"What do you want?"

Ismera asked with a cold gaze upon seeing me.

"I heard you went to the infirmary, so I came to check on you."

"I'm perfectly fine."

"But you look quite pale."

Ismera's face was ashen, with dark circles under her eyes.

I've met many elves before, but I've never seen one with such a deteriorated complexion.

"I'm just a bit tired, that's all. Thank you for your concern."

That's her way of telling me to mind my own business.

"I understand. By the way, thank you for supporting the Intelligence Professor. Thanks to you, I was able to complete the draft evaluation form."

I handed her the evaluation form I was holding, and Ismera took it.

"It's still a draft, so we'll need to discuss it further with you and the principal."

After briefly scanning the evaluation form, Ismera returned it without comment and then spoke.

"Good work."

That was it. Ismera walked past me and strode away toward the main building.

Pure-blooded elves live in their closed forests and rarely venture outside.

They're self-sufficient in their forests and, being naturally proud, consider other races primitive and inferior.

An elf who lost her forest in war and has lived for ten years in a human city—and the most complex one at that, the imperial capital Kalvasar—must be deteriorating physically.

On top of that, despite her ample qualifications, she couldn't become principal because of Kirrin, who has the emperor's protection, and now I've shown up too. She must be at her wit's end.

I should find an opportunity to tell Ismera that I have absolutely no intention of becoming principal.

She can't do anything about Kirrin, but at least she wouldn't have to suffer thinking of me as competition too.

# # # # #

Entering the main building, Ismera stopped walking and staggered, leaning against the corridor wall.

The draft evaluation form she had just seen was utterly shocking.

Ismera doesn't know exactly what the Special Task Force does. She only knows they carry out dangerous missions in secret.

But Ismera is a High Master and a professor at the Special Mission Academy.

She's a genius among geniuses who obtained her High Master qualification in just ten years, when others typically spend over 20 years to achieve it.

Because of this, even in unfamiliar fields, she has the discernment to gauge the level of work with just a glance.

From that perspective, the evaluation form draft Dian brought was exceptionally well-made.

And that's why Ismera felt even worse.

At first, she thought he was just an idle rich man with connections to the Imperial Castle.

Even when he turned the Combat Department upside down and raised the market district, she thought it was just a case of ignorance breeding courage—a lucky accident.

She had believed that while this man might have incredible luck, he was no match for her in any other respect.

But now, even that wasn't true...

Ismera, who looked like she might collapse at any moment, bit her lip and straightened herself.

She couldn't give up yet. She couldn't fall apart like this.

Had she already forgotten the resolution she made when she left for the human city ten years ago?!

Slap!

After giving herself a hard slap on the cheek, Ismera straightened her posture and strode purposefully down the corridor.

# # # # #

Kirrin returned near the end of the workday.

After examining the evaluation form, she lavished exaggerated praise, saying it couldn't be more perfect, and signed it with a flourish.

"By the way, Principal!"

"Yes, what is it?"

"Where were you all day? I heard it was related to special students. Did you have any success?"

"Ah, that... Well, it was so-so."

Kirrin's ears perked up as she smiled broadly.

She must have accomplished something. If not, she would have drooped her ears like a dejected puppy and looked miserable.

Unlike Ismera, Kirrin is the type whose inner thoughts are plainly visible on her face.

But she's not saying anything because she probably wants to surprise me later. How cute.

Anyway, with the principal's signature, the evaluation form became effective, and the academy immediately began preparing for the competition.

The first thing we did was to set up the practice field according to the evaluation form.

Thanks to my consistent management of the practice field since my appointment, this didn't require much extra effort.

The second thing was to notify the students about the competition. That was straightforward.

The third and most basic yet crucial step was physical training.

The academy does provide physical training, but it's not enough.

All organizations under the Security Office, regardless of whether they're field or office positions, include physical assessment during evaluations.

This competition will surely require physical fitness that meets those standards, so we need to train accordingly.

"Hey, Morton. Get ready."

I entrusted this to Morton, who has unparalleled physical strength and endurance from his time in the Legion's Long-Range Patrol Corps.

Every day, we ended classes early and gathered everyone at the training ground for physical training under Morton's direction.

"Ugh!"

After starting at the training ground and making a large loop around the academy, the students would invariably collapse on the ground, dry heaving.

The academy grounds are enormous, and Morton at the front sets an incredibly fast pace.

In truth, compared to the infiltration speed of the Long-Range Patrol Corps, it's not that fast, but it's challenging enough for the students to keep up with.

"Head Professor of Combat!"

Seeing the training ground filled with groaning students, Professor Ismera approached me with her ears standing straight up, ready to protest.

"Don't you think this is excessive? Such harsh physical training all of a sudden!"

Oh, she's back to her temperamental self, which means she must be feeling better?

She'd been walking around like a corpse for the past few days after her usual grumbling, and I was worried.

Seeing her back to her irritable self is actually reassuring.

"It's not harsh enough to warrant that description."

"But look at how much they're all struggling!"

"Yes, that's true, but it's a temporary phenomenon. I bet after a week, more than half of them will complete the course without issue."

But Ismera still wore an expression of incomprehension.

Well, what would a High Master pure-blooded elf know about physical training? All she can see are students vomiting and collapsing before her eyes.

"I understand your concern, but please leave this to the experts. These professors are seasoned veterans. Especially Professor Morton, who served as a training instructor at the Legion's Long-Range Patrol Corps training center."

"That's a training center for recruits who have already received basic military training. This is different."

"It's different, which is why we're adapting accordingly. And our academy is unlike other academies. We can't just prioritize safety above all else."

"They're still children."

"Please don't worry too much. Above all, we have Priestess Maya with us, so no accidents will occur. We're not doing this mindlessly; we're dividing them into groups by ability level to efficiently improve their physical fitness. You might internally curse us as ignorant combat department brutes, but please trust us."

When I refused to back down, Ismera bit her lip and looked away.

Just then, the students with the poorest physical condition at the very back staggered in, dropped to all fours, and began vomiting.

Seeing this, Ismera grabbed her skirt and hurried over, crouching beside them.

"Are you alright? Can you breathe?"

It was quite unexpected to see Ismera stroking a student's back with concern. I thought such things wouldn't matter to her at all.

That elf is a much more complex character than I realized...

# # # # #

Along with physical training, we began evaluating the graduating class according to the evaluation form.

There were three main categories: infiltration, assassination, and intelligence. These are the core functions of the Special Task Force's missions.

Typically, a Special Task Force team consists of three members, each specializing in one of these functions.

Of course, depending on the mission and situation, they might operate alone or in teams of ten or more, but even then, the difference is just whether one person handles all three functions or several people specialize further.

As newcomers, they gain experience in all three functions, but after three years, they choose their specialty, like selecting a major in university.

Well, that's assuming they've survived in the field until then.

In truth, I had already mentally selected a few candidates before the evaluation.

Knightley, Hindrasta, and a few other top students.

If the Security Office holds a team competition for academies nationwide as I expect, the teams will likely consist of three members, matching the standard Special Task Force configuration.

Knightley has excellent overall grades, and Hindrasta, being a dragon and a former member of the Reblanc Mercenary Corps, has extensive experience.

Forming a team with these two and one more outstanding student would surely yield good results.

"Head Professor. The principal is calling for you."

Just then, an assistant approached and informed me.

"What's it about?"

"A privately selected special student has arrived at the academy. They're at the front of the main building."

"Oh, really? Alright, I'll go now."

When I reached the main entrance, Kirrin was already outside.

"Welcome, Dian."

"Where's the special student?"

"I think it's that carriage over there."

Looking where Kirrin was pointing, I saw a carriage entering through the main gate and heading our way.

Let's see what kind of talented individual Kirrin has managed to recruit.

The carriage door opened in front of us, and a delicate-looking woman stepped out.

"Master Dian."

"What the—?!"

Merylda, carrying a large bag, smiled at me.

Ch.79 - New Special Student (9)
A few days ago, I visited Tatanoko for a special student interview.

At that time, Kirrin found herself in a rather difficult situation.

It was because of the people blocking the entrance.

After getting off the carriage and looking around, Kirrin was unexpectedly stopped as she tried to enter the city.

"Dark elves aren't allowed in."

"What...? I can't enter?"

"No, you can't."

For a moment, Kirrin had the absurd thought that this might not be a frontier city.

Frontier cities were human settlements built while overcoming harsh natural environments like deep forests or the cold northern regions.

Usually established to obtain natural resources from those areas, most such places had either non-human indigenous inhabitants or were crawling with monsters.

Conflict inevitably arose between humans seeking resources and the original inhabitants.

That's why humans in frontier cities considered all non-human outsiders as enemies.

But this was an ordinary city not far from the capital.

If it had been a real frontier city, Kirrin would have been turned into a porcupine by crossbows and arrows the moment she stepped out of the carriage.

So it must be because she was a dark elf.

"This place was once burned to the ground by the Demon King's army before rising again."

Sure enough, an old man stepped forward and spoke.

"Everyone here harbors intense resentment toward the Demon King's forces. Weren't dark elves on the side of the demon race during the war? So please, turn back."

So that was it. If that was the reason, she could understand why these people were rejecting her.

But she couldn't just turn back now.

"Um, I am Kirrin Nemara, Principal of the Imperial Special Mission Academy. I'm here on official business."

"The Special Mission Academy?"

At that, the people who had been full of hostility just moments ago began murmuring and looking at each other.

"The Special Mission Academy? Isn't that the place?"

"Isn't that where Sir Dian is?!"

"Someone go get the acting administrator!"

Shortly after, the crowd parted, and someone appeared. It was a young woman with long, neatly kept brown hair.

"Hello. I'm Merylda, the acting administrator here. Did you say you're from the Special Mission Academy?"

"Yes, that's right. I'm Principal Kirrin Nemara."

"That's where Sir Dian serves as the Head Professor of Combat, correct?"

"Oh, yes... How did you...?"

"Everyone! This person isn't bad! She's the Principal of the academy where Sir Dian works!"

At Acting Administrator Merylda's words, the people's faces instantly brightened.

"If she's the Principal, then she's Sir Dian's boss!"

"We've been terribly rude! Please forgive us!"

"Quickly, escort her to the town hall!"

Even as she was ushered into the city by the suddenly enthusiastic crowd, Kirrin remained bewildered, not understanding what was happening.

What in the world is going on here...?

# # # # #

Even after entering the town hall and sitting on a sofa, Kirrin still couldn't grasp the situation and kept looking around in confusion.

"You must be quite surprised," said Merylda as she brought tea and sat down across from her.

"Tatanoko Village has a painful past of being reduced to ashes by the Demon King's army during the war. That's why they reacted that way."

"Yes, I understand. I'm sorry for coming unannounced."

"It's fine. We should be the ones apologizing. We're officially a city now, not a village anymore, so we need to be more flexible."

Kirrin learned that Tatanoko Village had recently met the necessary requirements to be promoted to city status.

Soon, an official administrator would be dispatched from the central government, and Merylda would step down from her position as acting administrator.

"In villages without an administrator, someone with an administrative academy diploma or certification can serve as a temporary contract administrator."

"I see. Actually, that's why I came. I have business with you, Merylda."

When Merylda gave her a questioning look, Kirrin explained.

Our Special Mission Academy is currently recruiting additional special students.

After considering various factors, we determined that graduates from public academies would be suitable, and the current Principal recommended you.

I understand that your contract as acting administrator will end with Tatanoko's promotion to city status. Plus, your age is just right.

"I see. That's truly an unexpected proposal."

Merylda took a sip of tea with a faint smile.

"You're talking about transferring to the Special Mission Academy. Where Sir Dian is."

"Since you brought it up, may I ask how you know Professor Dian? Earlier, it seemed like everyone in the village knows about him."

"That's because Sir Dian is the savior of our Tatanoko Village."

"Savior? What do you mean? I'm sorry, but didn't you say this village was destroyed during the war?"

"Although the village was destroyed, the people survived. If it weren't for Sir Dian, everyone would have died back then."

Merylda told the story of Dian and Sir Linus, who appeared like divine intervention when the village was attacked by the Demon King's army about ten years ago.

The two of them killed all the demon forces and led the surviving villagers on a journey that lasted several days to reach a safe area.

After the war ended, they consistently supported the village's reconstruction, and eventually, Tatanoko Village was able to be promoted to city status.

"I lost my entire family at that time, but thanks to Sir Dian, I was able to recover like this. Sir Dian saved my entire life."

"Oh, Dian did such a thing..."

Kirrin, who had been moved to tears, realized something was a bit strange.

Dian saved the village with Sir Linus? Could this Sir Linus possibly be the Hero of the Continent, Sir Linus, who killed the Demon King?

"That's right. They both visited recently for the Village Reconstruction Day celebration."

What could this mean?

I know Dian is a war veteran. But I've never heard anything about him traveling with Sir Linus.

"I had no idea such a connection existed. Professor Dian never talks about his past."

"He's a humble person. Anyway... about becoming a special student."

Oh, right. We were talking about the special student program, not Dian.

"You would start in the graduating class and could move on to a related position after graduation next year. Your diploma won't mention anything about being a special student or transfer."

"That's truly an excellent system."

"It's a system designed for people like you, Merylda. What do you think?"

"If the academy will accept me, I'd be delighted."

Merylda answered readily.

"I'll be stepping down as acting administrator in a few days anyway. Then I'd have to look for new work, and there aren't many opportunities available for public academy graduates."

Merylda nodded at her own words and finished her tea.

"And if it's a place where Sir Dian is, I'd be happy to go a hundred times over."

I feel the same way, Merylda.

If it weren't for Dian, I might have fled before the year was out.

"But I'm curious about something. If I transfer to the academy, will I receive direct instruction from Sir Dian?"

"No, that's not the case. Professor Dian is the Head of Combat, so he doesn't directly teach students in the classroom."

"That's fine. As long as I can see Sir Dian up close, I don't mind anything else."

At this point, Kirrin felt something strange.

Merylda's feelings toward Dian seemed a bit excessive.

She wasn't asking about life at the Special Mission Academy or future career paths, but only kept talking about Dian.

Well... he did save her life, so I suppose it's natural...

Anyway, from Kirrin's perspective, bringing Merylda in as a special student was beneficial.

As the valedictorian of a public academy, Merylda would certainly contribute greatly to raising the standards of the academy's graduating class.

And so, Merylda of Tatanoko became the second special student to transfer to the Imperial Special Mission Academy.

"I'll come once everything is wrapped up here. It won't take more than a few days."

"Alright, Merylda. Then I'll see you at the academy later."

Having achieved what she wanted, Kirrin boarded the carriage with a light step.

Let's keep this a secret from Dian for now. I'll surprise him later. Hehe.

As for the story about Sir Linus, I'll look into that gradually later.

# # # # #

After hearing the whole story from Kirrin in the Principal's office, I burst into laughter of disbelief.

"They say fate works in mysterious ways, but I never dreamed it would turn out like this."

"Right? I was surprised too, learning about what happened between Merylda and Dian."

Kirrin drooped her ears and looked at me like a puppy wanting its head patted.

"You did very well, Principal."

"Hehe."

Merylda watched all this with a smile as she sipped her tea.

"So, Merylda. You do know what kind of place this is, right?"

"I do, Sir Dian. After graduation, we become special mission agents for the Imperial Castle."

"Even though you graduated at the top of your public academy, adapting won't be easy."

"I'm prepared. As long as you're here, Sir Dian, I can endure and overcome any difficulty."

Oh my, look at that...

"Good. Then let's conduct a level assessment. The timing is perfect since we're preparing for the competition evaluations."

After finishing our conversation, I took Merylda to the assessment hall.

Ch.80 - Academy Representative Team Completion (1)
As news of the competition spread, the academy once again buzzed with excitement.

An external competition that had never been held before—and one organized by the Imperial Security Office, no less.

It was obvious that winning would be an enormous boost to one's career.

Because of this, Knightley's followers flattered her even more than usual.

Knightley was currently the top student in the graduating class.

According to rumors, the competition would be conducted in teams, just like the active Special Task Force, so being in Knightley's group would dramatically increase one's chances of winning.

However, Knightley completely ignored her followers with her usual cold arrogance.

Their poor skills would only hold me back.

Do they think I don't know they badmouth me behind my back while trying to use me to their advantage?

I'd rather enter alone.

Knightley's assessment wasn't wrong. Her followers actually disliked her.

They simply wore disgusting masks and clung to her to catch whatever crumbs might fall from her status as both a duke's daughter and the academy's top student.

Knightley was well aware of this.

"What? Entering alone? What nonsense are you talking about?"

Professor Dian asked with an expression of disbelief when he heard her request.

"You want to enter the competition alone? Nothing's even been decided yet. Besides, even though it's a competition, it's based on evaluating new agents, so it'll be difficult to do alone."

Professor Dian chuckled.

"No matter how much you're our academy's top student, you're still a greenhorn in the field. Enough chatter. Go prepare for the evaluation."

"We're taking an evaluation?"

"If we're sending students to the competition, we need to assess their level and train them, don't we? Now hurry along. I'm busy."

At Professor Dian's urging, Knightley had no choice but to leave the Head Professor's office.

As she closed the door, she glimpsed through the crack Professor Dian gleefully taking out a cream cake from the cabinet.

That man always kicks me out so he can eat cake alone.

A few days later, the academy's internal evaluation draft was released.

Infiltration, assassination, and intelligence gathering. Overall, there were no major issues.

These were all subjects that had been taught at the academy from the beginning.

Thanks to the rare private lessons Professor Dian had given her, Knightley prided herself on having reached a certain level in infiltration and assassination.

The problem was the intelligence gathering field.

Although the Department of Arcane Theory had an intelligence course, it was incredibly difficult.

Here, "intelligence" in the Theory Department carried a somewhat specialized meaning.

It was far removed from information extraction through torture or actual infiltration of enemy territory for observation and manipulation.

It involved deciphering codes and patterns, analyzing intercepted information obtained through magic, utilizing public information like rumors and shop transaction records, understanding enemy intentions, evaluating potential threats, and predicting the future.

Just hearing about it was enough to make one's head split, and even the academically excellent Knightley had received an A in the intelligence course exactly once.

The Security Office supposedly had a unit specializing in these matters, commonly known as Unit 5439, and Knightley couldn't even imagine how insanely brilliant the officials working there must be.

Anyway, this was the main problem... I'll need to study more separately.

Having assessed the situation, Knightley wasted no time and immediately took action instead of spending time making plans.

Her first stop was the academy library, where she gathered armfuls of books related to intelligence work.

After lugging them back to her dormitory, Knightley headed to the Department of Arcane Theory.

"Hello, Professor."

Knightley visited the intelligence professor to inquire whether she could obtain examples or past test questions from other academies related to the upcoming evaluation.

Fortunately, she managed to get past questions from the Imperial Cryptanalysis Competition that had been held just once long ago. Next, she headed to the shopping district.

"I'll take this, this, and this."

Knightley bought snacks that would keep well. She planned to lock herself in her dormitory over the weekend to study, so she needed food to sustain her.

Thus, the top honor student Knightley began preparing in earnest for the evaluation.

She would be proudly selected, uphold the academy's prestige, earn Professor Dian's recognition, and become a specially appointed agent for the Security Office immediately after graduation.

Even my father won't be able to do anything about that. Perfect!

However, what hindered Knightley wasn't the brutal difficulty of the intelligence course, but physical training.

"Uweeeck!!"

On the first day of serious physical training.

After running a large loop around the academy and entering the training ground, Knightley vomited everything in her stomach.

The Special Mission Academy always conducted physical training, and Knightley was considered quite fit even there.

Yet the physical training led by the elderly Professor Morton with his white beard was incredibly difficult.

And here, Knightley suffered a major blow to her pride.

The pink-haired special student Sophie easily overtook her and finished first.

She's from a mercenary corps, so her physical abilities are outstanding.

Knightley couldn't let this slide.

She couldn't lose to a special student who had just transferred in, regardless of anything else.

I need to master both the intelligence course and physical training... It won't be easy.

Rather than giving up, Knightley pushed herself even harder.

Surprisingly, Knightley was a student more diligent than anyone, with grander ambitions for the future than most, and who gave her all to achieve her goals.

Truly surprising.

# # # # #

Hindrasta, who arrived at the training ground first, even ahead of Professor Morton at the lead, turned around with a bored expression.

It was quite pathetic to see these weak humans collapsed on the ground, retching.

Everyone's making such a fuss about this competition or whatever. I couldn't care less.

Whether the academy thrives or fails, whether I get extra points at graduation or not—what does any of that have to do with me?

I showed up because they said I couldn't skip physical training, but I'm absolutely not entering the competition.

"Hey, Hindrasta. You're entering the competition."

"Eek?!"

Hindrasta nearly fainted in shock when Dian suddenly appeared.

"You're definitely entering. Don't say you won't or can't."

"What is this, the Soviet Union? Do as you're told? No way!"

But when Dian stared at her intently, Hindrasta immediately lowered her tail.

"Fine, I'll do it..."

Since she couldn't escape from Dian right now, and if she did, she'd have to deal with Linus too, Hindrasta decided to bow her head for now.

In a thousand years, you'll all be dead. When I return to my true form, I'll burn everything to the ground.

It was a meaningless vow of revenge, as humans were a short-lived species that lived at most a hundred years.

# # # # #

The academy's internal evaluation was conducted alongside physical training.

On her way to the intelligence evaluation room, Knightley frantically memorized the small notebook in her hand.

It contained a summary of the intelligence course she had studied until her head nearly split over the past week.

If she could commit all of this to memory, she might not get a perfect score, but at least she wouldn't make basic mistakes.

The first person Knightley looked for upon entering the evaluation room was the special student Sophie.

Sophie was sitting in the back, doing nothing, leaning her chair back with her feet on the desk, acting nonchalant.

Judging by her relaxed attitude, is she pretending not to care after secretly studying like me?

Still, I've worked hard too. She might be better physically, but I'll definitely do better on the written test.

Just before the evaluation began, as Knightley took her seat.

The door opened, and Professor Dian entered the evaluation room with a female student.

"This is a new special student who wants to join this evaluation right away."

The room buzzed with murmurs as Professor Dian spoke to the evaluation supervisor.

A new special student?

Knightley's sharp gaze fixed on the shy brown-haired girl standing there.

"She's joining right now? That might be too much for her."

"It's fine. She graduated at the top of her public academy and has experience as an acting village administrator. She has the fundamentals."

The murmuring in the evaluation room grew louder as the supervisor expressed concern and Professor Dian responded.

Top graduate from a public academy? Acting administrator?

"Principal Kirrin personally went to recruit her. There's nothing to worry about."

"Well... if the Head Professor says so..."

The principal personally recruited her?

"Alright, quiet down! The evaluation is starting now!"

As the murmuring threatened to become loud noise, the supervisor shouted to control the students.

Meanwhile, the new special student Merylda hurried to take the empty seat next to Sophie.

Knightley twisted her upper body around to scrutinize the girl's every move.

A new special student? A top graduate from a public academy with experience already?

And the principal brought her here? Hmm...

"Hello."

Merylda, having just taken her seat, greeted Hindrasta beside her.

But of course, Hindrasta not only failed to return the greeting but didn't even spare her a glance.

Because she's the great Dragon, after all.

Ch.81 - Academy Representative Team Completion (2)
The intelligence assessment began.

Despite the sudden evaluation, Merylda received her test paper with a composed expression.

When I asked her earlier in the principal's office, she said that although she hadn't studied espionage, she wanted to give it a try.

"It's like putting together a puzzle," she said.

After hearing what espionage entailed, Merylda expressed this with a positive attitude. She mentioned she enjoys puzzles and is good at them.

"Well, it is similar to puzzle-solving. Let's see how you do on the assessment. I need to know your level to tailor your education properly."

"By the way, Dian," Kirrin said after hearing this.

"What do you think about placing Merylda in private tutoring along with Knightley?"

"Private tutoring?"

"Yes. You mentioned they have a connection from the past. Plus, she's a special talent student."

Kirrin's suggestion makes sense, and adding one more person to private tutoring isn't difficult.

The issue is Knightley.

Would she understand having another private tutoring student besides herself?

Actually, whether she understands or not isn't my concern.

I never promised she'd be the only one anyway.

I was already thinking of taking Hindrasta as a private tutoring student too.

After checking with other professors, I learned that Hindrasta's academic attitude is terrible.

She frequently skips classes and stays holed up in the dormitory or dessert café.

Her class participation is poor, with her only positive attribute being her social relationships.

Lower-ranked students adore and follow Hindrasta.

This is because when she first entered the academy as a special talent student, she beat up the upper-ranked bullies and sent them all to the infirmary.

For the lower-ranked students who were being bullied, Hindrasta appeared like a comet and essentially saved them.

However, that doesn't mean Hindrasta maintains equal relationships with those students.

Other professors only see the surface, but I know better.

Hindrasta has absolutely no interest in the lower-ranked students who follow her around.

While those students may idolize her, to Hindrasta, they're insignificant humans.

That's the typical attitude and perspective dragons have toward other races.

Moreover, Hindrasta is quite ignorant about social regulations and etiquette.

When I saw her at Linus's house last time, she was eating food with her bare hands.

Until now, she lived as a dragon king in a deep mountain valley before being exiled and joining the Reblanc Mercenary Corps.

It's impossible that Hindrasta would have learned proper common sense and etiquette among ignorant and crude mercenaries who only know how to fight.

If I want to get her employed at the Intelligence Office after graduation, I need to teach her diligently from now to make her presentable.

The polymorphic spell won't wear off for a thousand years, I hear. That's short for a dragon but ridiculously long for humans.

To live comfortably as a human during that time, there's much she needs to learn.

So my current plan is to personally teach the top student, Duchess Knightley, and the dragon special talent student, Hindrasta.

And now Merylda would be added to this?

Well, it's not bad, but the question is whether Merylda can match Knightley and Hindrasta's level.

Being swayed by sentiment due to past connections might cause Merylda to fall behind if it's too challenging for her.

I only remember Merylda from when she was young and don't know how capable she is now.

She graduated at the top of her public academy, but public academies are like regular high schools in my previous life.

She probably hasn't acquired much knowledge related to this special mission academy.

But with her basic intelligence, she should be able to catch up quickly with a little instruction.

Let's have her take this internal assessment first to see where Merylda stands.

So the intelligence assessment began, including Merylda.

For this assessment, I asked the espionage professor to lower the difficulty level.

The espionage subject is, to exaggerate a bit, as difficult as theology or magical engineering, so bringing in actual field cases would obviously crush the students' spirits.

Field knowledge is something they'll learn separately at each agency's training center and through experience anyway.

There's no need to discourage them from the start.

Even so, the test paper I previewed was truly difficult.

Comparing arbitrary cipher tables to find hidden meanings, inferring overall situations from intercepted conversations, solving passwords made of complex shapes and numbers, and so on.

This reminds me of aptitude tests for public corporations in my previous life, but extremely difficult.

If this is considered "easy," I wonder how amazing the people in the Imperial Castle's Unit 5439 or 6974 must be.

I'm not sure if our students can solve these well.

As expected, after some time into the assessment, sighs and groans erupted from around the room.

Everyone had hit roadblocks.

"Ah, damn it..."

Turning toward the harsh curse, I saw Hindrasta trembling as if about to snap her pencil while staring down at her test paper.

That's expected from her. I wonder how Knightley is doing.

Walking between the desks to Knightley's side, I found her struggling but working hard on the problems.

Actually, Linus and I were completely useless in this area too.

Decoding ciphers was beyond our capabilities, so we preferred the easier method of capturing demon officers and making them confess.

We'd simply smash complicated locks or doors, or if that was difficult, we'd request legion attack magic support to clear the entire area.

Eventually, only the vault or room would remain, which we'd move whole to dismantle in the rear.

For eavesdropping, we'd listen briefly, and if something seemed suspicious, we'd go in, beat them up, drag them out, and release them if we were wrong.

So who would dare act suspiciously in the first place?

Anyway, this was our approach until the Demon King Assassination Task Force was officially established and Kaiden joined, finally giving us a sensible intelligence expert.

Kaiden was fundamentally a mage, but being so intelligent, he had expertise in that area too.

Come to think of it, where did he say he was now? The Illusion Magic Tower? I should visit him sometime.

# # # # #

After the assessment ended, I was urgently summoned by the Department of Arcane Theory.

Wondering what was happening, I went and found the espionage professor excitedly waving an assessment paper.

"Look at this!"

I took the paper he handed me and first checked the name. It was Merylda's.

It was covered with what looked like scribbles, showing she had given it considerable thought.

"This student is the special talent who just arrived right before the assessment, correct?"

"Yes. Is there a problem? Since she's from a public academy, I understand if her score is low in this area..."

"That's not it!"

But honestly, looking at Merylda's assessment paper now, I couldn't understand what it meant.

Seeing my confused expression, the espionage professor impatiently snatched the paper back from my hand and exclaimed:

"She scored 40 points! That's the second-highest score on this assessment!"

Looking into it, I found that the highest score was indeed Knightley's, with 41 out of 50 points. Just a 1-point difference.

But considering that Merylda knew nothing about espionage, the actual gap in ability is likely not just 1 point.

"Student Merylda definitely has a natural talent for this field!"

Is it really that impressive? Did she just guess correctly?

Or did she peek at Hindrasta's answers from the next seat?

But Hindrasta only scored 5 points. What a mentally deranged dragon.

I decided to call Merylda in to hear about her exact solving process.

Professor Ismera joined upon hearing the news.

As the head of the Department of Arcane Theory, she couldn't miss this when a special talent student showed remarkable aptitude in a theoretical subject.

Merylda, summoned by an assistant, smiled slightly in confusion when she saw me, Ismera, and the espionage professor.

"Is there a problem with my submitted answer sheet?"

"Merylda, could you explain to us how you solved this problem?" Ismera presented one of the problems from today's assessment.

It was about decoding a secret document obtained from the enemy. The encryption method was a complex multiple substitution cipher in the Imperial common language.

Content: VOBBR MMNNO NKKUYU TS JIPOO NZLY

"Ah, this one," Merylda began with a composed attitude.

"I noticed that each character seemed to be substituted with another character five spaces ahead. So I shifted everything back five spaces to restore the original characters."

Merylda used the pencil Ismera handed her to write out the substituted characters on paper.

"But no matter how I looked at it, they didn't form normal words, so I tried reversing the order. Even then, the words made no sense."

"And then?"

"So I thought I'd try substituting consonants and vowels, and finally it made sense."

The sentence Merylda had written was "Infiltration begins at midnight." That's correct.

This isn't actually the standard solution method. It should be solved using knowledge of random number tables, so how did she figure it out?

This multiple substitution cipher is so difficult that first-timers can't even grasp how to approach it.

That's why Linus and I, unable to solve it initially, resorted to the crude method of throwing Demon King's army staff members off cliffs one by one until they confessed.

How did Merylda...

Could it be... she's just incredibly intelligent?

Ch.82 - Academy Representative Team Completion (3)
Ismera, with a somewhat surprised expression, presented a different problem this time.

It was a problem about deciphering numerical patterns to extract important geographical information.

120 121 123 131 141 151 161
230 231 232 242 252 262 272
310 320 330 340 350 360 370
410 411 412 413 414 415 416
520 530 540 550 560 570 580
630 631 632 642 652 662 672
740 741 742 752 762 772 782

"I solved it like this," Merylda explained as if it were nothing special.

She assumed the first number in each row represented the horizontal coordinate.

She assumed the second number represented the vertical coordinate.

The third number appeared to be a result transformed according to specific rules.

The entire pattern would represent a specific date and geographical location. This was stated in the problem.

Based on these premises, which had no particular foundation, Merylda analyzed the pattern's rules and derived a specific date and coordinates.

This was incredibly lucky. Her initial premise was like throwing a dart backward with her eyes closed and hitting a dragon's vital point—that's how improbable her correct guess was.

But honestly, even after watching and listening to Merylda's explanation, I found it difficult to understand.

Linus and I didn't approach problems this way.

"Merylda, please wait in the teaching assistant's office for a moment."

After sending Merylda away, Ismera silently stared at the solution process Merylda had just written in pencil.

"What do you think, Professor Ismera?"

"It's fascinating how she solves problems with outstanding intuition and logic despite having no relevant knowledge."

Ismera answered with genuine amazement rather than her usual sarcastic tone.

"She has potential and possibility. Though I hate to admit it, in this case, the Principal's insight and judgment were appropriate."

Oh? The great Ismera is praising Kirrin?

"Merylda appears to be extremely intelligent. People like her can grasp the essence of things even outside their field and without prior knowledge."

So in other words, Merylda is a genius? This isn't even my compliment, but I feel proud anyway.

But I wonder why someone so smart was working as a temporary administrative deputy.

Even as a graduate of a public academy, with her top grades, she could have gone much higher.

Come to think of it, wasn't Kirrin also the top student at a public academy?

"But it's strange. Why would a student like this stay in a village as an administrative deputy instead of going to the Imperial Castle?"

Ismera was thinking along the same lines as me.

After finishing those words and remaining silent for a moment, Ismera made a sudden declaration.

"Head Professor of Combat, I will personally mentor this student."

"All of a sudden?"

"Merylda has innate talent. She's material with unlimited potential. A student with such a brilliant mind needs a more specialized curriculum."

Is she saying she'll give her private lessons? Like how I teach Knightley?

"Oh, is that so? Actually, I had something in mind. I was thinking of placing Merylda on our academy's representative team."

I decided this as soon as I saw the evaluation results.

If I assign Knightley and Hindrasta to assassination and infiltration functions, and have Merylda handle intelligence, it would make the perfect team.

"Are you out of your mind? Sending a public academy graduate to the Special Mission Academy competition?"

Ismera raised her voice in shock, as if a disgusting insect had crawled down her neck.

"You just said it yourself. She's a genius. Geniuses excel in any field. I'll guide her along with Knightley."

"That won't do. Merylda is more suited for theory than combat."

"Active agents can't be divided into combat and theory."

"Not everyone works in dangerous field operations. Support from the rear is also important."

"I've never dismissed support functions. But there's no need for such a dichotomy, and most importantly, the competition is what matters right now. We need to concentrate all our capabilities. We must leave a good impression on the Security Office and the Second Princess."

When the Second Princess was mentioned, Ismera's eyes changed. I didn't miss that.

"Our atmosphere is good right now. I heard the Second Princess was pleased when we brought in Sophie last time. If our academy performs well in this competition, and two specially recruited students we brought in are included, how do you think the Second Princess would view that?"

Ismera is a rational woman. Unable to find fault with my argument, she nodded reluctantly, though with a displeased expression.

But she hadn't completely agreed.

"Then let's do this," Ismera added a condition.

"You can take charge until the competition, and I'll take over afterward."

Not a bad idea. From Merylda's perspective, it would be better to experience both of us before deciding.

Knightley chose me directly, and Hindrasta would never follow Ismera's control anyway, but this might work well for Merylda.

And honestly, I also think Ismera's teaching style might suit Merylda better.

"Alright. Merylda! Please come in for a moment."

Ismera called for Merylda. She returned from the assistant's office.

Ismera smiled kindly at Merylda and spoke in a gentle tone.

"Merylda, I've heard your explanation. I may be judging too hastily, but I believe you have considerable potential."

"Thank you, Professor."

"But I'm curious about one thing. Despite being the top student at a public academy and having such abilities, why were you working as an administrative deputy in a small village?"

"Actually, someone from the Imperial Castle came to me right after graduation," Merylda answered Ismera's question in a calm voice.

"They asked me to join Imperial Unit 5934."

Unit 5934 is the Imperial Intelligence Unit. It's where the Empire's top minds specializing in signal intelligence and human intelligence go.

"But Tatanoko Village is my hometown. It's a small village without an administrator, and I was the only qualified person."

"I heard your contract as administrative deputy ended when the village was promoted to city status. Did you have any plans after that?"

"If the offer from the Imperial Castle was still valid, I was planning to go to that Unit 5934. But then the Principal offered me special admission here, so I came."

"I see. I understand. Then I'd like to make a proposal to you."

Ismera explained to Merylda that she had tremendous talent in intelligence, and with her level of ability, she should take advanced courses, offering to personally tutor her.

"So you're saying I would receive separate instruction from the Head Professor of Theory? Don't many of the theory department subjects overlap with what I learned at the public academy?"

"That's true, but we cover things in more detail here. Even if you learned it at a public academy, it will feel new here."

"I see... But..."

Merylda, who had been nodding, looked at me.

"Doesn't the Head Professor of Combat offer private tutoring as well?"

"Me? I do."

"Then I'd like to learn from the Head Professor of Combat."

In response to Merylda's unhesitating request, Ismera gave a warm smile that could melt anyone's heart.

"Of course, the Head Professor of Combat is excellent too. But since you're showing considerable talent in intelligence, I thought our theory department might be a better fit."

"But I believe that at a Special Mission Academy, I should also master subjects from the combat department."

"I've discussed this with the Head Professor of Combat. He'll take charge until the competition, and I'll take over afterward."

After a moment of silence, Merylda asked:

"If you professors decide that way, do I have to follow?"

"The choice is yours, Merylda. I can't force you."

"I understand, Professor. I appreciate your high evaluation and offer, but if I were to receive private tutoring, I'd prefer it from the Head Professor of Combat."

Wow, that's absolutely firm. Seems like nothing could change her mind.

Despite her calm and gentle face, her resolve is the complete opposite.

The surprised Ismera said nothing and just smiled. I could see her lips trembling slightly.

"Merylda, how about this?" I stepped in, unable to watch any longer.

"During the competition period, learn from both me and Professor Ismera. I'm completely inept in intelligence matters. After experiencing both sides, you can make your decision after the competition. People often change their minds after personal experience."

"If that's what you suggest, Professor Dian, I'll do that."

Ismera's eyes twitched at Merylda's immediate and obedient response.

After all her persuasion had failed, Merylda immediately changed her stance when I spoke. Ismera's pride seemed deeply wounded.

However, Professor Ismera showed none of this to Merylda, pointing to the door with a benevolent smile.

"Alright, Merylda. You may go now."

"Thank you."

After Merylda left, I spoke to Professor Ismera.

"That's settled then. You'll handle the intelligence side, and I'll take care of physical training and such. Since we've come this far, why don't we jointly oversee the representative team? Not just for Merylda."

Since she wants to make an impression on the Second Princess, co-leading the representative team would be good for Ismera too.

But Ismera didn't answer. Is she angry?

"Professor Ismera, what do you think?"

"Why do you," Ismera began, turning her gaze toward the window.

"Why do you always stay ahead of me and take everything?"

"Me...?"

"No."

Ismera squeezed her eyes shut and waved her hand dismissively.

"It's all because I'm incompetent and unlucky."

Now I noticed how pale Ismera's face had become.

"Are you alright?"

But there was no answer, so after hesitating briefly, I left the professor's office.

As I closed the door, I saw Ismera covering her face with both hands.

Ch.83 - Academy Representative Team Completion (4)
The first evaluation was finally over.

Knightley naturally ranked first overall.

Hindrasta performed surprisingly well, taking second place.

She compensated for her lacking intelligence scores with perfect marks in physical ability assessments.

Merylda scored high in theory but performed somewhat poorly in physical evaluations as expected.

Still, she wasn't completely uncoordinated or weak, managing to avoid the lowest scores.

Physical fitness only needed to be raised to a basic level anyway. And I had separate plans in place, so it wouldn't be a major obstacle.

At this rate, my envisioned team of Knightley-Hindrasta-Merylda could handle assassination, infiltration, and intelligence gathering respectively.

Good. Things are taking shape.

I immediately summoned the children. The meeting place was a café in the shopping district.

I ordered a plate of cream cake—my favorite—and waited for them.

Knightley arrived first.

She had never once been late for an appointment.

"Welcome."

Seeing the cream cake on the table, Knightley snorted.

"I see you've stopped eating in secret now?"

"How did you know I ate in secret?"

"I know all about how you always shoo me away first, then take it out of the cupboard to eat. I see everything."

"Haha. Busted. Sit down."

Knightley sat in the chair, crossed her legs, and folded her arms.

"I heard a new special student arrived? What's the deal?"

"What deal? I know you've already heard all the rumors."

"Valedictorian from a public academy. Administrative deputy of Tatanoko Village. Personally recruited by the Principal. What kind of bizarre combination is that?"

"Daughter of a powerful imperial duke. Fled an arranged marriage to join the Special Mission Academy. Insolent attitude in front of the esteemed Head Combat Professor."

Knightley's face reddened at the direct hit.

"Anyway, what's her deal?"

"She's a special student, like I said. You've already said everything. That's all there is to it. She was brought in because she has the ability. And she's older than you."

"Sister or not, we're in the same year, so what does it matter? Why did you call me here?"

"About this competition. I want to select the academy's representative team in advance."

At those words, Knightley uncrossed her legs and straightened her posture.

"Representative team?"

"If my prediction is correct, the Security Office will likely hold a competition for all imperial academies. Then what happens?"

"They won't accept all applicants from each academy but will select representative players or teams. So I'll be on that representative team?"

Knightley asked with an excited voice, unable to maintain her usual arrogant and cold expression.

Honestly. She acts like such an adult on the outside, but she's still just a kid.

"Well, that depends on how you perform."

"I ranked first in the self-assessment for the competition. What more is there to say?"

"It's not just about you alone."

At those words, Knightley's gaze changed.

"Who else is a candidate?"

"Here she comes."

I pointed to Hindrasta, who was approaching with a disgruntled expression.

Seeing her, Knightley's face instantly crumpled.

"Pink-head? She's a complete blockhead!"

"She may be a blockhead, but she's physically capable. You two will work well together."

"I don't want to do anything with her. She's rough and ignorant, probably because of her mercenary background."

"At least you can communicate in a common language. Hurry up, don't dawdle!"

When I shouted, Hindrasta grumbled but quickened her pace.

"Why are you bothering people after hours?"

Hindrasta spoke in somewhat awkward formal speech. I had thoroughly trained her to use formal speech in front of others.

"Sit down first."

"Oh, cake! Ouch!"

When she reached out with her bare hand, I slapped the back of it. Knightley laughed incredulously.

"Did you grow up with monkeys in some jungle? Even if you were a mercenary, don't you know how to use utensils? And how dare you try to eat first when the professor is right here?"

However, Hindrasta completely ignored Knightley's scolding as if she couldn't hear anything and asked me:

"So why did you call me? Don't tell me it's just to feed me cake? If so, I'm grateful."

"Pink-head. I'm talking to you!"

"Let's eat first, shall we? I was just getting hungry anyway."

Regardless of what Knightley was saying beside her, Hindrasta paid no attention and continued speaking only to me.

I'd heard from other professors that Hindrasta never communicated with other students except when necessary, and seeing it in person was quite a spectacle.

As expected of a dragon. Typical of a self-proclaimed supreme race that treats humans like insects.

Still, you're going to be on the same team now, so that attitude is problematic.

"Hey, Sophie. Why don't you at least greet Knightley?"

"Who? Knightley?"

Hindrasta blinked as if she genuinely didn't know. I couldn't believe she didn't even know her name.

When I pointed to Knightley beside us, Hindrasta finally glanced at her.

"You're Knightley?"

"You don't know me?"

"I recognize your face, but I don't know your name. Not interested either."

"How is that possible?"

"Why should I know your name? You're just another academy student, aren't you?"

"Hah..."

Knightley turned her gaze away as if she didn't want to exchange any more words.

Regardless, Hindrasta licked her lips and pointed at the cream cake.

"Professor. The cake."

"We're still missing one person. We'll eat when everyone's here."

"There's someone else? Is it one of the graduating students?"

Knightley mentioned the names of some top-tier students.

"No, it's someone completely new. She'll be handling intelligence operations."

"So it's me, this pink-head, and another person as a team? Honestly, I don't think that's too bad."

"Weren't you insisting on going solo until recently? What changed your mind?"

"If it's her, I'm fine with it."

Knightley gestured toward Hindrasta with her chin.

"I'm sick and tired of random people trying to ride my coattails, but at least she has guaranteed skills. She won't be deadweight."

Knightley, like Ismera, is surprisingly rational and accepts things if they make sense.

So contrary to my expectations, she doesn't strongly resist forming a representative team with Hindrasta. That's fortunate.

Just then, I spotted Merylda in the distance.

"Hey, Merylda! Over here!"

"Hello, Professor Dian."

Merylda stood before us and greeted me politely with her hands clasped together.

Then she turned to Knightley with a warm smile.

"Hello, Knightley."

"Huh?"

When Merylda suddenly addressed her by name with such a friendly greeting, Knightley opened her mouth in surprise.

"You know me?"

"How could I not know the academy's celebrity? A duke's daughter and top student. That's impressive."

"Oh, um... yeah..."

Knightley's ears turned red. Merylda's compliment seemed unexpected.

Smiling slightly, Merylda then looked at Hindrasta.

"Hello, Sophie."

"..."

As expected, Hindrasta, being the great and mighty dragon she is, gave no response to Merylda's greeting.

"Don't bother with her. She's incredibly rude. Don't waste your effort."

At Knightley's words, Merylda smiled and bent down to meet Hindrasta's eye level.

"Hello, Sophie? I'm Merylda, the special student who's joined your academy. Nice to meet you."

Merylda extended her hand with a gentle smile.

"Let's shake hands."

"Huh."

Hindrasta let out a scoff as if this was her first time experiencing such a situation and looked away.

Then Merylda reached out, grabbed Hindrasta's hand, and shook it.

"Nice to meet you, Sophie."

"What are you doing?!"

"Isn't it polite to return a greeting?"

Merylda said kindly while shaking her hand.

"And we'll be seeing each other often, so we can't stay awkward."

"Why would I have to see you often?!"

"Because I was also summoned by Professor Dian."

Hearing those words, Knightley's eyes nearly popped out.

"Professor?! Don't tell me we're working with her? She's from a public academy!"

In response to Knightley's intense reaction, Merylda smiled brightly and said:

"Even at a public academy, I learned everything I needed to, Knightley. Don't worry too much."

"But they don't teach you how to kill people and infiltrate at public academies. And your physical condition probably isn't good either. Even if the Principal personally brought you in, this kind of favoritism..."

"It's not favoritism. I took the same evaluation as you did. That's why Professor Dian called me."

Merylda cut off Knightley's words with her gentle demeanor.

"Although my physical condition may be inferior to yours, I can certainly play a supporting role from behind."

"So you're saying you'll handle intelligence? But what about the fact that I scored highest on the recent evaluation?"

"I heard. You got 41 points. I was just one point short, so I came in second."

"R-really...?"

Knightley stumbled over her words for a moment, surprised by the narrow margin.

Then, regaining her composure, she retorted:

"Still, I scored higher!"

"You've had years of intelligence training while I'm a complete novice, so considering that, the one-point difference seems quite significant."

Knightley was left speechless by Merylda's gentle comeback.

Now that I look at her, Merylda seems incredibly assertive.

It's impressive how she established dominance over Knightley and Hindrasta at their first meeting, despite seeming unremarkable.

Anyway.

"Children. May I speak now?"

"Yes, Professor."

Merylda sat demurely in her chair.

I carefully looked over the three students seated around the table.

A duke's daughter who fled an arranged marriage to become the academy's top student.

A dragon banished for a thousand years for causing trouble.

A career rookie who waited ten years for the Hero.

A truly mismatched combination of bizarre backgrounds.

These are the children who will become our Royal Special Mission Academy's representative team for the competition.

Ch.84 - Bustling Training Camp (1)
I explained to the children while eating cake.

"First of all, it's been decided that you three will move together. So you'll receive special training."

"Special training?"

"I'll handle the combat areas, and Professor Ismera will take care of the theory. Both head professors will be focusing on you."

"Gasp!"

Knightley's face lit up with uncontrollable excitement as she grasped the meaning of those words.

For Knightley, an eternal honor student with ambition and persistent effort, could there be any better news?

Somehow she seems even happier about this than when I offered her private lessons.

"But I have one question," Merylda raised her hand.

"If you're both teaching us, why isn't Professor Ismera here?"

"She's coming. She said she'd be a bit late because of department business."

"Hmph, that arrogant pointy-eared bitch... Who does she think she is..."

When Hindrasta snorted, Merylda turned to look at her.

"Sophie. I may not know much about you, but I don't think you should speak that way about an Academy professor."

"Not your business."

"It is our business now. We should show respect to the professors teaching us."

Merylda pushed back against Hindrasta with a gentle smile and soft voice.

Hindrasta tried to argue but after meeting Merylda's eyes, she just scratched her head in irritation.

"Professor, you said the representative teams would receive separate lessons. Will we also have separate accommodations?"

I pondered Knightley's question for a moment. Well, she's not wrong...

"I agree with Knightley's opinion. That would allow us to coordinate much more efficiently."

Merylda smiled and supported the idea.

"From what I understand, Professor, you live in a detached house within the Academy grounds. That seems appropriate."

Did she just casually bring up my house?

"Are you a genius? No wonder you excelled in intelligence gathering."

Knightley brightened up and suddenly praised Merylda.

"Staying at the professor's residence is an excellent idea. What about you, pink-head?"

"No way! I'd rather sleep on the bare ground!"

Hindrasta bared her teeth and firmly refused.

"Then you sleep outside. Merylda and I will go to the professor's house."

Knightley gave Merylda an incredibly friendly look.

Just moments ago she had been wary of Merylda, but as soon as she suggested staying at my house, they suddenly became best friends.

"Professor, we'll pack our things from the dormitory. Let's continue our discussion at your place."

"Hey, wait! It's my house, so why isn't my opinion being considered at all?"

I called out to Knightley and Merylda who were already getting up.

"Shouldn't we first discuss how we're going to train rather than jumping straight to living arrangements?"

"But where we eat and sleep is important too. Alright, what do you think, Professor?"

"Well, my thoughts are—"

Just then, I spotted Professor Ismera sauntering over from the distance. It seemed her department meeting had ended.

"Professor! Over here!"

Upon noticing me, Professor Ismera flinched slightly, then composed her expression and approached us.

"Hello, Professor."

Knightley and Merylda bowed their heads in greeting to Professor Ismera, while Hindrasta ignored her.

Merylda smiled and placed her hand on Hindrasta's shoulder.

"Sophie, aren't you going to greet the professor?"

"Ugh..."

Hindrasta was about to shout something in refusal but after seeing Merylda's eyes, she finally bowed her head.

"Hello..."

A gaze that can even intimidate a dragon... she's quite formidable.

Usually people with that kind of demeanor have stronger mental fortitude than those who look like Hindrasta.

"Nice to meet you all. Sorry I'm late."

Professor Ismera elegantly returned the greeting and took a seat. Then she looked at the half-eaten cake and forced a smile.

"Professor, here you go."

When Merylda offered her a fork, Ismera waved her hand.

"Thank you, but I'll pass, student Merylda. I don't eat cake."

"Elves only eat plants. They don't eat meat or anything that comes from living beings. Don't you even know that?"

Seizing the opportunity, Hindrasta spoke condescendingly, but Merylda turned to her with a bright smile.

"Thank you for telling me, Sophie. I'm aware that elves are vegetarians. But I thought it would be impolite not to offer something to the professor when she arrived, rather than making assumptions."

"Damn it..."

Hindrasta had been repeatedly framed by Merylda as someone with no manners, but she couldn't find a way to counter effectively.

At the beginning of her transfer, she could have simply beaten up the upper-class jerks who openly insulted her as "Reblanc's whore," but dealing with someone like Merylda was much trickier.

Especially since Hindrasta was a strength-focused type who didn't use her head much, making them incompatible. It's fitting that she's being outmaneuvered.

Plus, Merylda had served as an administrative deputy who rebuilt a village from ashes into a city. The experience she gained there couldn't be ignored.

And despite a dragon's typical arrogance, Hindrasta couldn't simply dismiss or ignore Merylda because her eyes carried an energy that couldn't be disregarded.

What you might call a "clear-eyed intimidator"...

Merylda had even managed to gain the upper hand with Knightley from their first meeting.

She threw Knightley off balance by greeting her by name as soon as their eyes met, and then won her favor by suggesting they stay at my house.

Domination doesn't always involve verbal fights or hair-pulling—making someone strongly favor you is another form of control.

Initially, I had planned to make Knightley the team leader, but seeing how things were developing, it seemed Merylda would become the implicit leader.

With Ismera joining us, we began discussing the training plan for the representative team in earnest.

We explained the agreement Ismera and I had reached beforehand and confirmed the limitations with the students.

"So we'll have adjusted class hours to receive intensive guidance from the professors?" Knightley summarized, barely containing her excitement.

"We all understand and there are no issues. Right, you two?"

"Yes, Knightley. I'm fine with it."

"Yeah."

Merylda answered brightly while Hindrasta responded halfheartedly.

"Going back to what we were discussing earlier, what do you think about the training camp, Professor Ismera?"

Knightley still hadn't given up and now brought the issue to Ismera.

"Training camp?"

"We don't have much time until the competition. So we decided to eat, sleep, and study at the Combat Head Professor's house."

"Th-three female students living together at the professor's house...?"

Ismera was clearly taken aback and looked at me without hiding her expression.

Her eyes clearly said, "You bastard, explain yourself right now."

"Nothing has been decided yet. It's just the students' wish..."

"What do you think, Professor Ismera?"

"Well, I..."

Ismera glanced nervously between me and the students with her beautiful emerald eyes before stammering a response.

"I think it might be inappropriate. Female students staying at a male professor's house could seem very strange to third parties."

"But Professor, you're already living alone with a girl much younger than us, aren't you? It's been over ten years."

"W-what?!"

Ismera half rose from her chair and stared at me with an expression of shock.

"Is that true?!"

Oh dear, Ismera doesn't know about Olicia.

Well, she's not from the Combat Department and she dislikes me, so she probably has zero interest in my private life. It would be strange if she did care.

"It's not like that. She's my maid. She was a war orphan about to be sold into slavery when I took her in. She's called a maid, but she's really a child I'm raising."

Ismera said nothing.

"Really, I'm telling the truth! If you don't believe me, go ask her yourself! Do you think I'm some kind of... what's that word?"

"Pedophile."

"Yes, Sophie, that's it! No, you idiot! I'm not that!"

"Why did you hit me?!"

Hindrasta clutched her head after I gave her a knock and started wailing.

"Ugh, so noisy."

Knightley pretended to cover her ears while Merylda rubbed Sophie's head.

"Anyway, it's not like that. Don't misunderstand, Professor Ismera."

"If that's not the case, then it's even better. If that maid is also living there, nothing untoward will happen."

Knightley said.

"Professor Ismera, please speak purely as an educator. Would a training camp be helpful?"

"Of course, for team training where coordination is necessary, a training camp would naturally—"

"Everyone! Professor Ismera has given her permission!"

"No, I don't have the authority to give permission, and that wasn't my intention—"

"Thank you, Professor. We'll study hard under both professors and win first place in the competition."

Merylda politely cut in before Ismera could finish.

"It can't be helped, Combat Head Professor."

Ismera turned to me and said.

"The children are so enthusiastic, and a training camp would indeed be helpful. I think it's right for you to make this small sacrifice."

"That's right, Professor. The entire Academy is focused on the competition right now. We need to give it our all."

"Be quiet, Knightley. It's my house, not yours."

"If you're really concerned, why doesn't Professor Ismera join the training camp too?"

"I-I'll pass!"

These kids are completely out of control.

Since my words seem to have no effect, I should use Kirrin in this situation.

Kirrin has feelings for me, so she'll strongly oppose the training camp.

What will they do when the Principal objects?

# # # # #

"I think it's a good idea."

Kirrin approved.

"What?"

"Getting good results in the competition is important. Go ahead with it."

"But Principal..."

"There won't be any major issues. They're still just kids. And it's not just you and the students—your maid lives there too."

Kirrin smiled broadly.

"Besides, Dian, you won't develop any feelings for the students, right?"

"Of course not. I prefer body types like yours or Ismera's—no, no, I mean I don't like kids who are too young."

"What did you just say?"

"Never mind."

Even Kirrin is taking their side?

But I still have one card left: Olicia.

Olicia strongly hopes for me to remain a tenured professor at the Academy.

So she's always anxiously worried about anything that might cause me to lose my professorship.

In the midst of that, three female students staying at our house? She'll obviously throw a fit.

Olicia has quite a temper, and once she sets her mind on something, she's hard to handle.

# # # # #

"That sounds like an excellent idea."

Olicia clapped her hands.

"What...?"

"If the students you mentor perform well in the competition, the higher-ups will look favorably on you, right?"

"I suppose..."

"So we should use any means necessary to improve the students' skills, and a training camp seems quite effective, don't you think?"
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It somehow ended up that way.

All the children wanted it (except for Hindrasta, to be precise, but still), and Co-Director Ismera publicly expressed her opinion that it would be effective. Principal Kirrin approved, and Olicia was even enthusiastically supportive.

Given all this, honestly, I had no grounds to object.

The reason I had intended to oppose was simply that others might view female students staying at a professor's home unfavorably.

But with the Principal and Head Professor of Theory approving and supporting it, plus having Olicia as an extremely powerful supervisor, there shouldn't be much to worry about.

Certainly, there's nothing better than training camp for team competitions.

On top of that, the Security Office just issued plans for the competition. It's much faster than expected.

A competition targeting the entire Empire. Just as I predicted.

Not only the Academy, but anyone who meets the criteria set by the Security Office can participate regardless of affiliation.

Oh, this is unexpected.

I thought it would be limited to academy students, including those from military academies and such.

Looking at the Security Office's criteria, it seems even decent-sized mercenary groups and adventure guilds could participate.

While they're at it, they're planning to discover a bunch of quality experienced recruits from all over, aren't they?

But suddenly, something feels strange.

The Security Office is one of the Empire's most important departments, controlled by the 2nd Princess.

The 2nd Princess, born to a concubine, has been on the rise due to her brilliant achievements, unlike the incompetent Emperor.

The elite officers who follow her have all secured key positions in the Security Office.

In this situation, they're openly holding a competition to discover talented new agents from across the Empire?

This means they're openly seeking to strengthen the Security Office's capabilities and forces...

Did the Emperor approve this? Or is the Security Office proceeding independently?

Or perhaps the Emperor tried to stop it but failed? I'm not sure.

Anyway, what matters now is that the competition has become nationwide, and each organization needs to send a representative team of three.

Fortunately, my prediction was correct, so our Academy has already formed a first-string representative team through internal evaluations, and now we just need to train like hell.

"As expected of Dian. You're truly amazing!"

Kirrin, excited after seeing the Security Office's plan, chattered enthusiastically.

"Everything turned out exactly as you predicted! Thanks to you, we saved so much time! How did you know?"

"I just thought the 2nd Princess would probably do something like this."

"Amazing, amazing! You're the best!"

Kirrin was making a huge fuss, giving thumbs up with her flushed face.

However, Ismera was completely detached from all the excitement.

Since seeing the competition plan, Ismera had appeared like someone who had lost all emotion.

Her wheat-field-like hair, emerald eyes, and clear skin all seemed to have a gray dust settled upon them.

"So now the roles of both Dian and Ismera have become extremely important."

Even when Kirrin mentioned her name, Ismera acted as if she heard nothing. In other words, she was just spacing out.

Kirrin, distracted by me, didn't notice Ismera's state and continued chattering excitedly.

"Dian. Teach the children well so we can definitely win first place in this competition. That would prove our Academy students are the most skilled in the entire Empire."

"Don't worry. Professor Ismera and I will do our best."

Even when I mentioned her name, Ismera remained silent and unresponsive.

"So now the children will be staying at your house?"

"Well, I suppose that's the plan."

"Great, great. Then I'll also stay at your house for the time being."

"What? Why?"

"Because I'm the Principal. With such a major competition coming up, it's my unavoidable duty to show support and interest by being there!"

"Don't be ridiculous. With three students coming in, there's no place for you to stay."

"I'll just lay out a blanket on the floor in Dian's room. I really don't mind."

"Oh my, but I do mind. Please don't say such nonsense."

As I deflected Kirrin's absurd request, I glanced at Ismera.

Normally, she would have been glaring daggers at the childish Kirrin from behind, but she was still just staring down at her knees.

"Then as reported, the students will be with Professor Ismera and me separately except during classes."

"Yes, yes. Both of you, good work. I'll visit often."

As I left the Principal's office with Kirrin seeing me off, Ismera staggered away in the other direction.

"Professor Ismera."

As I approached and called her name, Ismera slowly turned her head toward me. It was almost as if I could hear a rusty "creeeak" sound.

"What's wrong...?"

"Let's first move the children's belongings to our house and get started right away."

"Alright..."

And then—creeeak—she turned her head back and trudged away.

That elf... she's completely lost her motivation because all my predictions were correct.

# # # # #

Ismera, who had been walking with difficulty, stopped once Dian was out of sight and leaned against the wall.

Everything was exactly as Dian had predicted.

That the Security Office would include not just our Academy but other places as targets.

That they would accept only one representative team with an appropriate number of three people to handle infiltration, assassination, and intelligence functions.

Accordingly, the Academy had selected three qualified individuals through internal evaluation, and now they just needed to train and send them out.

This wasn't just a prediction; it was almost prophetic.

It was my complete defeat... I've totally lost...

Since Dian's appointment as Head Professor of Combat, Ismera had never once surpassed him.

Dian always came up with absurd opinions and took unreasonable actions, and Ismera always took issue with them.

They were full of things that Ismera couldn't understand with all her accumulated experience, knowledge, and common sense.

But in the end, Dian was always right, and Ismera was wrong.

Even with the second special student, Merylda.

When Ismera learned that Dian was privately tutoring Knightley, the Academy's top student, she was initially furious.

However, after learning that Knightley had proposed it first and that Kirrin had approved it due to complicated circumstances involving Duke Toulouse, her feelings changed to envy.

If only I could directly guide such a promising student...

Then unexpectedly, Kirrin suddenly brought in a second special student who showed remarkable talent in espionage.

Ismera immediately recognized that this student, Merylda, was a genius and volunteered to take her as her own disciple.

If that Dian can personally teach Knightley, why can't I, the Head Professor of Theory, do the same?

But the result was Ismera's crushing defeat.

Merylda rejected Ismera to the end, saying she wanted to be Dian's private student.

And when Dian stepped in to mediate, she immediately complied. She had been so consistent in her attitude when Ismera tried to persuade her...

That alone was miserable enough, but Dian left room for Merylda to reconsider later, making Ismera feel even more wretched.

It felt as if Dian was showing pity and doing her a favor.

And she hated herself to death for feeling grateful and having a glimmer of hope in that situation.

Due to this series of events, Ismera's mental state was on the verge of collapse.

The only path left for Ismera now was for the Academy's representative team to win first place in the competition.

The representative team would be jointly supervised by Dian and Ismera. Ismera's share was half.

So the representative team must win first place. That's the way to prove my abilities.

Then how can we make our representative team win first place in the Empire-wide competition...

Ismera began to think about that.

# # # # #

"Listen, you three. Let me make one request."

On the way from the dormitory to my house in the Head Combat Professor's carriage.

Inside the carriage, I raised a finger and spoke sternly to the children.

"There's a maid at my house named Olicia. She's younger than you. Knightley, you've seen her before, right?"

"Yes, I know her. She's that girl with the attitude."

"Right. She's been cleaning the house, preparing your sleeping quarters, and buying lots of food in anticipation of your arrival. She thinks your success means my success."

"Oh my. She's really thoughtful. How sweet."

As Merylda clasped her hands together in apparent admiration, Hindrasta snorted.

"Yes. But there's something she's extremely sensitive about. Can you guess what it is?"

"Hmm, probably anything that might tarnish Professor Dian's career? Since that Olicia wants Professor Dian to succeed."

"That's right, Merylda. Olicia is most afraid of me losing my professor position. If I get fired, we'd have to return to Brunswell. She hates Brunswell, thinking it's just a rural backwater."

"This introduction is dragging on. So what's your point?"

"Sophie. That kind of speech toward a professor is inappropriate."

As Hindrasta spoke rudely, Merylda immediately stepped in to control her.

"It's only because the professor is so generous that you haven't been disciplined already."

"What? Dian is generous? Huh? Do you have any idea how many beatings I've taken?"

"If you deserved to be hit, then you should be hit."

As Hindrasta squawked, Merylda said with a slight smile:

"You should be grateful it ended with just corporal punishment. At least you can still attend the Academy."

"Do you think I'm attending this place because I want to?"

"Then why don't you just quit?"

"I want to! But that's... that's not as easy as it sounds... I'd die if I did..."

Suddenly becoming extremely dejected, Hindrasta began to sniffle and shed tears.

"Please continue, Professor."

Unlike Knightley, who looked at her in disbelief, Merylda turned her attention back to me with a smile, ignoring Hindrasta's crying.

"Olicia will welcome your arrival but might be anxious about potential problems. For example..."

"Like rumors about a beautiful blonde, golden-eyed female student and a young, capable professor?"

Then Merylda silently smiled and looked at Knightley.

"That was a joke, just a joke."

Knightley awkwardly tried to smooth things over under that gaze.

Now that I see it, Merylda is a bit scary.
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When the carriage arrived at the house, Olicia was already waiting outside the gate for us.

"Welcome, representative team!"

As soon as the carriage door opened, Olicia ran over and bowed deeply.

If anyone saw this, they'd think we were athletes entering the Olympic village or something.

"Here, give me your bags."

Knightley naturally handed her handbag to Olicia.

This wasn't a matter of Knightley's character but simply the expected behavior of someone born into nobility.

"It's fine. I'll carry it myself."

Merylda politely declined with a smile, while Hindrasta walked past without saying a word.

She had her gym clothes carelessly folded and tucked under her arm.

Wait, why doesn't she have any other luggage? What's going on?

We all entered the house together.

The living room sofa and table had been pushed to one side, replaced by thick, fluffy blankets and bedding.

She's planning to have us share the living room since there aren't enough bedrooms.

The kitchen, bathroom, and toilet are all on the first floor, while my room is on the second floor, so this arrangement makes the most sense.

"Nothing much has changed since then."

As Knightley looked around the living room, Merylda turned to her with a smile.

"When have you been to the professor's house before?"

"I slept here."

Though factually accurate, this statement sounded dangerously suggestive. Merylda stared at Knightley with a fixed smile.

"What do you mean by 'slept'?"

"Ah, Knightley has been here before."

Olicia jumped in and explained the whole situation in detail, which finally made Merylda look away from Knightley.

"I see. I misunderstood in a completely different way."

"What did you think I meant?"

Knightley asked, but Merylda changed the subject without answering.

"So we'll all be staying here together until the competition. It feels like we're on a trip somewhere."

"That kind of carefree attitude is problematic."

Knightley crossed her arms and spoke in an arrogant tone.

"We're not here on vacation but to train for first place in the competition. Don't forget that."

"Of course, Knightley. I was just saying."

Meanwhile, Hindrasta was wandering around with her hands behind her back, peering at various corners of the house.

"Hey, why don't you have any luggage?"

"What luggage?"

"You know, like clothes to change into and stuff."

"Don't need that. I don't smell."

"What nonsense is that?"

"Polymorphed bodies are like that. Don't worry about it."

Hindrasta waved her hand dismissively.

"Really? But that time when you wet yourself at Linus's house, it was really—"

"Aaaagagagaga!!"

Hindrasta made a strange noise and rushed over to cover my mouth.

"Shut up, damn it...!"

But when Merylda looked our way, she quickly removed her hand and hissed quietly.

"I'll get some stuff later. Okay?"

"Sigh... You don't have anything to bring, do you?"

"Are you going to keep saying nonsense?"

"I really don't have any clothes, you idiot...!"

Hindrasta's eyes welled up as if she might cry at any moment.

"Because of you, I'm suddenly trapped here without a penny to my name... I don't even have money to buy underwear... I threw away the panties I wet that time, and now I don't have any...!"

"What...?"

I couldn't help but glance at Hindrasta's skirt.

Is she saying she's not wearing any underwear right now? I can't tell from the outside.

"Don't believe me? You don't believe me?"

Noticing my suspicious look, Hindrasta suddenly lifted her skirt.

"Hey, are you crazy?"

I quickly turned away, cursing, as I caught a glimpse of a modest pink forest between her smooth thighs.

That crazy dragon has completely lost her mind. Even with a polymorphed body, that's too much. She's using it too carelessly.

Anyway, it seems she really doesn't have any clothes. She'll need to borrow underwear from someone else for now.

Olicia and Merylda would be too small, but Knightley's might fit.

"Ask Knightley to lend you some underwear. Don't walk around like that."

"Are you insane? A dragon asking a human for panties? Should I just bite my tongue and die here? You tell her, you!"

"That would be social suicide for me too. No, forget it."

I shook my head and walked away from Hindrasta. I'll have to take her shopping for clothes after we finish today's activities.

"Professor, I have a question."

Merylda politely raised her hand.

"If the three of us are using the first floor, what about you and Olicia?"

"Ah, that. I have a room on the second floor, and Olicia has her own room over there."

I pointed to a door on the first floor and the stairs leading to the second floor. Merylda looked intently at the staircase.

"So you have the entire second floor to yourself, Professor?"

"That's right. There are more rooms up there, but I thought it would be inappropriate to share the same floor with you all."

"Of course. You're always so considerate."

Merylda nodded, but her gaze lingered on the stairs.

"So what do we do now? We're not just going to stand around chatting, are we?"

Knightley joined the conversation with a somewhat dissatisfied tone.

Knightley is a diligent student with excellent academic drive. With the competition approaching rapidly, every minute counts for her.

"We'll train. Everyone change into your gym clothes. Call me when you're all ready."

The representative team training is jointly managed by Ismera and me.

Ismera will handle the theoretical aspects thoroughly, so I just need to focus on combat training.

After instructing them to change, I went up to the second floor, but soon heard a tremendous commotion from below.

"Hey! Why aren't you wearing anything underneath?! Are you some kind of pervert?!"

"Sophie, do you perhaps find joy in being seen by others?"

"Shut up, you bitches! If you're not buying me clothes, mind your own business!"

Hindrasta snapped back harshly at Knightley and Merylda's reactions.

"If you really don't have anything, want to borrow mine for now? Your outline will show during training in that state."

"It's too small. My butt doesn't fit. What kind of body is this?"

She seems to have tried on Merylda's.

"Knightley, sorry, but could you lend me yours?"

"No way! Why should I?! I don't even want to touch you!"

"Knightley."

Merylda's calm voice was followed by a cold silence.

She must have used that clear-eyed intimidation technique of hers.

"Fine, here..."

Surprisingly, Knightley, who can't quite stand up to Merylda, finally lends her own.

"Perfect fit. Good, Sophie. Let's wear this for today and buy new clothes later."

"Ah, damn... This feels really gross..."

"That's something you couldn't afford even if you worked your bones off for a whole year!"

When Hindrasta muttered, Knightley sharply retorted.

"Did I mention the price? I just don't want to wear something that's been between the thighs of someone as unpleasant as you!"

"Listen to the dirty, uneducated mercenary talking!"

"Alright, both of you, that's enough. The professor can hear everything."

"That's right. You'll be living together here, so you shouldn't fight already."

Thanks to Merylda and Olicia's mediation, the fight between Knightley and Hindrasta temporarily ceased.

Having heard all this, my temples began to throb.

# # # # #

Training began with stretching to warm up.

Hindrasta and Knightley were extremely flexible, their legs extending and splitting like gymnasts.

On the other hand, Merylda...

"Ugh..."

Sitting on the floor, Merylda began to groan in pain as soon as her legs spread just a little over 90 degrees.

"She's completely stiff as a board!"

Hindrasta snickered at Merylda, while Knightley sat down in front of her.

"I'll help you. Give me your hands."

When Merylda extended both hands, Knightley grabbed them and pulled while forcefully pushing Merylda's knees outward with her legs.

"Uuuugh..."

In normal circumstances, this would warrant screaming, but Merylda bit her lip and endured with extreme patience.

However, her legs showed no sign of stretching further, so I went behind Merylda and pressed her back with my knee.

"Just a little more."

"It hurts too much, Professor..."

"It can't be helped even if it hurts. Being this stiff makes you prone to injury."

"Ack... It hurts... Please be gentle..."

Merylda, hunching her back, moaned in a somewhat sultry voice.

"Wow, she's like an old tree. Professor, press harder."

As Knightley applied more force, Merylda squeezed her eyes shut and trembled.

"Hnngh...! Please... it hurts too much... Be gentle... ugh...! with me..."

"More!"

"If you keep going like this... I'll break... My body can't take it...!"

"What's going on here...?"

As Merylda continued moaning, Hindrasta looked at us with a serious expression.

"Anyone listening would think you're forcing her to mate or something."

"Such vulgar expressions... should be... avoided..."

Even in pain, Merylda criticized Hindrasta's crude comment.

But honestly, I've been feeling uncomfortable for a while now.

"Please... I'm begging you... Please... hnngh...!"

Instead of screaming "Aaaah!" Merylda was sweating profusely while making pleading moans mixed with pain.

This is really awkward to hear.

Knightley seemed to feel the same way, as her posture gradually loosened before she awkwardly scooted backward.

"P-Professor. Since it's the first day, shall we stop here...?"

The mighty Knightley stammered, cleared her throat, and abruptly stood up to walk away.

"Thank you, Professor... I thought I was going to tear apart."

Meanwhile, Merylda, with her head bowed, massaged the inside of her stretched thighs while saying something.

"I was worried I might completely tear and break, never returning to normal again."

"She's seriously crazy..."

Even Hindrasta clicked her tongue at those words.
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After stretching, I warmed up my body with a light jog.

But what was supposed to be a casual run turned into something else entirely as Knightley and Hindrasta had already sprinted far ahead.

Initially, Hindrasta had thoughtlessly dashed forward, but Knightley couldn't stand it and chased after her competitively.

This seemed to ignite Hindrasta's fighting spirit as well, and now they were racing madly, constantly overtaking each other.

What dragon in the world would have a running competition with a mere human?

I suppose being forced to stay in polymorph form has made her unconsciously accustomed to being human.

Those two were running so fast that they'd already completed a full lap around the training grounds and caught up with us.

"That's enough. This should suffice."

"Huff... huff..."

Knightley stopped, bent over with hands on her knees, panting heavily, while Hindrasta snorted mockingly.

"That's what happens when a wyvern tries to keep up with a dragon."

"How can you run so fast with all that flesh hanging off you?"

"It's because of this, you see, this."

When Knightley looked at Hindrasta's chest, Hindrasta cackled and slapped her thighs.

"It's all muscle, so why wouldn't I be able to run? Absolutely impossible with your scrawny body that only males would find attractive. No way."

"That's not even funny. You call that muscle? It's all fat. You're just a pig that's gotten plump."

"What?! Come here, come here!"

Hindrasta roughly grabbed Knightley's hand and pressed it against her thigh.

"Feel it! Does this feel like fat to you? Huh?!"

"Hmm..."

After thoroughly kneading Hindrasta's thigh and groin, Knightley nodded.

"It is impressive."

Knightley is like Ismera. When faced with the truth, she doesn't argue but immediately acknowledges and accepts it.

"Hey, how impressive is it exactly?"

When I reached out my hand, Hindrasta willingly offered her leg.

Touching it, I found her skin incredibly smooth and soft, but underneath was solid muscle.

But how could muscles be this developed?

"This part is quite something too, right?"

Hindrasta slightly turned her thigh sideways and moved my hand between her legs.

"What the hell?!"

I was shocked when I touched that area.

This was truly like stone—just a solid rock.

Wow, this is amazing. Her muscles are truly remarkable.

I didn't have a single indecent thought, only pure admiration.

"Excuse me. How long are you planning to fondle a female student's thighs?"

As I continued to admire and touch Hindrasta's legs, Knightley cut in with displeasure.

"You refused to join the training camp citing inappropriate situations, but what exactly are you doing now?"

"That's not it. Here, feel this. It's no joke. It's like touching an ogre's leg."

"Ugh! No way! That's disgusting!"

When I tried to pull her wrist toward the groin area, Knightley recoiled in horror and slapped my hand away.

"Disgusting?! What's disgusting about it?! Huh?! Shit, did you spread rumors about me wetting myself?!"

"What are you talking about? When did you wet yourself?"

As Hindrasta started making a fuss, Knightley latched onto that and wouldn't let go.

Merylda stood a step behind, silently watching everything with an amused smile.

Oh, my head. I'm getting a headache on the first day of training.

# # # # #

We trained all morning.

The competition is about a month away. There's so much to teach.

The existing academy curriculum alone is absolutely insufficient to win first place in the competition.

That would be like trying to win using only textbooks without any private tutoring—simply foolish.

It might work if we were only competing against academy students, but renowned mercenary groups will surely send participants too.

To compete with professionals who have extensive field experience, it's essential to pass on additional know-how beyond the curriculum.

"I'm hungry. Feed me."

Hindrasta, drenched in sweat, sat down and whined.

It's summer now. The weather is quite hot, and it's already quite warm even though it's not yet noon.

That's why I agreed with Professor Ismera to teach combat in the early morning until noon, and theory indoors during the afternoon.

Then physical training in the late afternoon as the sun sets, a short break, and supplementary education at night. Perfect schedule.

"Good work, everyone!"

When we returned home, Olicia came out with several towels to greet us.

"Thank you for your hard work, Lady Knightley!"

"Mmm."

Knightley simply nodded.

"Thank you for your efforts, Miss Merylda!"

"Always grateful, Olicia."

Merylda responded with a kind smile.

"Good work, Miss Sophie!"

Sophie silently took the towel and walked past.

"You, come here."

I pulled Sophie's ear as she passed by.

"What?!"

"Answer her, answer. Don't ignore people when they speak to you."

"That hurts!"

After I released her ear, Hindrasta glared at me with teary eyes while rubbing it.

When I gave her a pointed look, Hindrasta reluctantly turned to Olicia and tersely said:

"Thanks."

Sigh. I understand she's a dragon, but she'll have to live like this for a thousand years, so she needs to learn to act human.

Right now, I'm the only person on the continent who can instill manners in Hindrasta, so I have no choice but to teach her one step at a time.

"Sophie. You should use a fork and spoon."

At the table, Merylda caught Hindrasta's hand as she was about to grab something with her bare hands and smiled.

"We might overlook it among ourselves, but outside you'll be treated like a barbarian."

"She is a barbarian. Merylda, don't you know about the Reblanc Mercenary Corps?"

Knightley said while eating soup from the opposite side.

Right now, Knightley was eating her soup from the inside out.

With such elegant movements that commoners who scrape from the inside couldn't possibly imitate.

In response to Knightley's question, Merylda slowly shook her head.

"I've heard the name, but I don't know exactly what kind of place it is."

"That place is where people who enjoy killing others go."

Knightley said, putting down her spoon and neatly wiping her mouth with a napkin.

"Just because someone enjoys killing people doesn't mean they're uneducated, does it?"

When Merylda posed this pointed question, Knightley smirked.

"Are you trying to say something about killing with pens or laws? No, I'm talking about those who genuinely enjoy beating and slashing people to death with weapons."

"But there are nobles who do such things as a hobby too. It seems that social status or education doesn't matter much when it comes to enjoying butchering people."

"W-well, yes..."

Knightley stammered, taken aback by Merylda's unyielding response.

"Your point is valid, but a nobleman with such sadistic tendencies wouldn't join a mercenary corps, would he? If someone joins a lowly mercenary corps just to kill people, you can pretty much guess what kind of person they are."

"Do you have evidence that everyone in the Reblanc Mercenary Corps has such intentions?"

"Just look at what they've done so far, and the answer is clear."

The Reblanc Mercenary Corps started as a violent organization with a dozen or so thugs from the Reblanc region.

They built their reputation by doing the dirty work for local nobles, gradually increasing their influence.

Then during the Four-Year War, they gained notoriety by taking on dirty and difficult missions that regular legions couldn't handle, leading to their current status.

I call it notoriety rather than fame because of the characteristics of their mercenaries.

They're ignorant, rough, cruel, violent, and fearless trash with nothing to lose.

This is a world in a medieval fantasy novel.

It's filled with people whose lives are incomparably worse than the bottom-dwellers of modern society—depths you can't even imagine.

So Knightley's words aren't exaggerated at all.

For this reason, the Reblanc Mercenary Corps has no female mercenaries, but Hindrasta proved her worth by breaking a veteran mercenary's neck and joined them.

Such a crazy dragon.

"Then there's a high probability they'll participate in the upcoming competition?"

Merylda, who had been listening quietly, said.

"Since they meet the conditions set by the Intelligence Office, wouldn't they send their younger mercenaries who aren't restricted by the age limit?"

"Hmm... that's true."

Knightley nodded while touching her chin, then turned her gaze to Hindrasta.

"Hey. What do you think?"

Hindrasta looked at Knightley with her mouth full of food.

"What do you think, I asked. About your mercenary corps participating."

"How would I know that?"

"Come to think of it, didn't you and a couple more mercenaries from there come for the special student selection last time? I think it might happen again this time."

"That time, I was escorting some rich girl who came to take the selection exam."

"Oh, really? It was for a request? Then why didn't you go back and instead stay here?"

"I'm trapped. Can't escape."

"What?"

"I can't leave this place... like an ant lion's pit..."

Her voice trembled, and Hindrasta started shedding tears again.

Knightley and Merylda looked at each other questioningly.

"All my money is outside... I couldn't take a single penny... And all the treasures in my nest... It's all over now... I'm completely broke... I'm so poor I can't even afford to buy underwear and have to borrow from other humans!! Waaaaaah!!"

Hindrasta kicked back her chair and ran outside.

"What was that...?"

Olicia, who was bringing drinks from the kitchen, looked at the slowly closing door with a puzzled expression.

"I'll go check on her."

As Merylda went outside, Knightley looked at me and asked.

"Professor, what's with her? What was she talking about just now? Something about a nest and treasures?"

"I don't know either."

It's a secret that the special student Sophie is actually Hindrasta, the dragon who tormented the human alliance during the war.

I shouldn't tell anyone, and even if I did, no one would believe it. Just like how everyone dismisses as nonsense the claim that I used to run around with Linus.

But it seems Hindrasta really doesn't have any money.

She's been running up a huge tab at the dessert café under my name, and I thought she was just trying to make me suffer.

I need to take her out shopping for clothes soon and somehow find that money of hers, wherever it is.

Just then, Merylda returned with the sniffling Hindrasta. But there was one more person with them.

Professor Ismera had also arrived, looking haggard.

Ch.88 - Bustling Training Camp (5)
I arrived a bit early for the afternoon theory class and seemed to have run into the students.

"You're here, Professor Ismera?"

"Professor Dian. What on earth is going on here?"

Professor Ismera asked rather sharply.

Though compared to when we first met, her edge seems to have dulled considerably.

"How harshly are you training these children that they're running away in tears?"

At that moment, Hindrasta burst into tears and burrowed into Ismera's embrace.

"Professor... sob..."

Ismera wrapped her arms around Hindrasta while glaring at me.

"It's not because of the training, but something else. Money problems. Nothing for you to worry about, Professor Ismera."

"Money? I'm curious what kind of financial problems an Academy student could possibly have."

"It's nothing serious. She says she couldn't retrieve the money she earned from her former mercenary corps when she was selected as a special talent student. I was planning to go resolve it right after today's schedule anyway."

"You don't call that serious?"

Ismera's voice rose.

"If she's running away in tears over money, it literally means she doesn't have a single coin to her name. How can you speak so casually about it?"

Since Ismera doesn't know that Sophie is the infamous Hindrasta, her reaction is perfectly normal.

I'm just not particularly sympathetic to her whining about money since she's the dragon who's been chasing me relentlessly for four years.

"Here, use this for now."

Ismera rummaged through her pocket and placed a few silver coins in Hindrasta's hand.

"You don't need to pay me back. Just win first place in the competition instead."

"Thank you, Professor."

Hindrasta accepted the money with a bow of her head.

"Oh my, you didn't need to give her anything. She probably has plenty of money in the bank. She's from the Reblanc Mercenary Corps after all."

"Is that money available to her right now?"

After shooting me a glare, Ismera addressed the students.

"Alright everyone, go wash up first, then we'll proceed with the afternoon class."

While the students took turns entering the bathroom, Ismera and I sat at opposite ends of the sofa, waiting.

Ismera didn't utter a single word the entire time.

Glancing at her, I noticed she was staring down at her knees with an extremely tired expression.

"Did you stay up all night?"

"No, I didn't."

"You look terribly pale."

"It must be the heat."

But as far as I know, elves aren't particularly sensitive to heat or cold.

Evidence of this is that Ismera walked all the way here from the main building without breaking a single drop of sweat.

Any other race would have been drenched in sweat walking that distance in this weather.

If I had to guess, she probably worked late into the night preparing for the students' education, or perhaps didn't sleep at all.

Ismera shares many similarities with Knightley.

Prickly yet rational, competent, and more diligent than anyone.

For Ismera, this competition is an extremely important event to prove her abilities.

She definitely won't approach it half-heartedly.

It's truly a pity.

Ismera's failure to become Principal wasn't due to any lack of ability, but solely because of the Emperor's stubbornness.

Kirrin has her own desperate circumstances preventing her from resigning first.

This is something even the formidable 2nd Princess can't resolve, so there's nothing a lone elf without any backing can do about it.

I've been thinking about finding an opportunity to seriously reveal my past to Professor Ismera, but I wonder if that would be the right thing to do.

'Actually, I worked with Linus in the Demon King Assassination Task Force, and the Academy wanted to make me Principal. However, I will never become Principal, and I just want to stay comfortably in my current position, so please don't worry too much.'

It's easy to say, but from Ismera's perspective, it would just be another insurmountable wall.

Even Kirrin is trapped in a position she doesn't want, so would telling Ismera not to worry because I don't want to be Principal truly resonate with her?

I'm not sure.

Let's focus on getting through the competition first, then reconsider this later.

# # # # #

After the students had all washed up and changed clothes, the afternoon theory class officially began.

Instead of going to a separate classroom, we gathered around the kitchen table like a group tutoring session.

"Professor, you should go attend to your business."

Ismera said to me as I sat squeezed into a corner.

"Are you perhaps monitoring whether I'm teaching properly?"

"Not at all. I just wanted to learn a bit about intelligence work myself."

Before the magical prodigy Kaiden joined the task force, Linus and I were clueless about intelligence operations.

Neither of us had particularly brilliant minds, so instead of sophisticated methods, we preferred what's commonly called the "rubber hose" approach.

When we couldn't understand cipher tables or encountered passwords, we'd just capture the relevant individuals and beat them until they talked.

As our security breaches continued, the Demon King's forces developed their own countermeasures.

They strengthened security for their encryption officers, distributed parts of passwords among multiple people so they all needed to be present to solve it, implemented self-destruct magic for those captured, created fake passwords that would trigger traps even if the door opened, and so on.

They even anticipated capture by us and pre-implanted false information in their personnel.

So we developed counter-countermeasures.

We'd kill all the security personnel, capture everyone who knew parts of the password, deal with any self-destruct magic that activated, smash through all the traps, and track down the people who knew the real information when false information was planted.

And this, surprisingly, was extremely efficient.

When intelligence was collected and handed over to the intelligence department, it would take over a month to decode.

With our method, we could capture the relevant person, hang them upside down, dunk them in water repeatedly, decode the password, process the prisoner, and celebrate our success with tea time—all within an hour.

But this was a crude and noisy method.

The best approach is to quietly solve things on the spot with an intelligent mind, extensive knowledge, and expertise.

In that respect, Ismera was, well, perfect.

"This is a runic cipher. You learned about runes at the public academy, right?"

"Yes, Professor. I took it as an elective."

"Good. There's absolutely nothing to lose by knowing runes."

Merylda beamed at Ismera's praise.

"Among encryption systems, there's something called grid encryption and combination ciphers. It sounds unfamiliar but is surprisingly easy..."

True to her pure elven heritage, Ismera's voice was incomparably gentle and soothing.

"This problem will be quite difficult. If you get stuck, I'll walk you through the solution."

When she leaned forward toward the students, a pleasant scent wafted over.

Not perfume, not soap, but something like... the fresh fragrance of a forest.

Elves truly are...

"What are you staring at so absentmindedly?"

Ismera asked as I was smiling without realizing it.

"What?"

"You said you wanted to learn too, didn't you?"

She nodded toward the problem sheet in front of me.

"Since you were in the task force, this must be like eating cold soup for you."

"Ah, yes. Of course. Absolutely."

As if it could be. After reading the problem, I immediately sensed this was beyond my ability to solve.

Hindrasta was grimacing with her head in her hands, while Knightley was struggling, moving her pen in determination to solve it somehow.

In contrast, Merylda was casually scribbling calculations here and there as if it wasn't particularly difficult, then wrote down her answer.

"Ah..."

A despairing groan escaped Knightley's lips as she saw this.

It can't be helped. No one can be the best at everything.

"Now let's go through the solution again."

The subsequent problem-solving session was perfection itself.

Ismera is truly the ideal candidate for Head Professor of Theory at the Imperial Special Mission Academy.

Ordinary pure-blooded elves, much like dragons, tend to despise and look down on other races, rarely venturing outside their forests.

That's why people only know elves as externally beautiful and noble beings, without realizing how intelligent and exceptional they are.

But all the elves I've met so far have been brilliant, and Ismera is no exception.

If elves had been just a little less exclusive, the history of the continent would likely be very different from what it is now.

# # # # #

"Good work everyone. I'll check the assignments I've handed out during tomorrow's class."

After the afternoon class ended.

Ismera packed her bag and gave the students a smile with her eyes.

As always, it was a beautiful eye-smile, but somehow she looked exhausted.

After Ismera left, I headed out for physical training with the students.

Physical training, dinner, self-study, then bedtime.

But Hindrasta was making a fuss.

"I need to get my money!"

I was about to suggest going tomorrow, but thought better of it.

If I said that, she might breathe fire from her mouth.

Since the banks might close after our physical training, it would be better to go now.

"Bank? What are you talking about? We need to go to the mercenary corps!"

As it turns out, all her money is in the mercenary corps' vault.

"Then we can't go now. Let's go after the competition."

"Waaah! But I don't have any money!"

"Professor Ismera just gave you silver coins earlier."

"That'll be gone after buying underwear and a few slices of cake! Let's go now. Now!"

As Hindrasta stomped her feet and threw a tantrum, Knightley snapped in irritation.

"The competition is right around the corner! Where do we have time to retrieve a few measly coins?!"

She pulled something from her pocket and flicked it toward Hindrasta.

It was a gleaming gold coin.

As Hindrasta hastily caught it with both hands, Knightley barked:

"Use that for your urgent needs! And don't ever mention going to the mercenary corps again! The competition is our top priority right now!"

When Hindrasta stared blankly at the gold coin, Knightley clicked her tongue and rummaged through her pocket again.

"Not enough, is that it?"

Seeing the second gold coin drop into her palm, Hindrasta blinked and looked up at Knightley.

"This is when you say thank you."

At Merylda's prompting, Hindrasta stammered.

"Th-thank you... sniff..."

Hindrasta covered her mouth and fled to the bathroom.

The sound of sobbing could be heard from behind the door.

Oh my, what a crybaby.

Ch.89 - Bustling Training Camp (6)
The training continued without pause.

Mornings were for combat, afternoons for theory, evenings for physical conditioning, and nights for self-study and supplementary lessons.

Knightley and Hindrasta's abilities kept soaring to unprecedented heights.

As a polymorphed dragon, Hindrasta's physical capabilities were incomparable to humans.

With such an exceptional body receiving systematic training, Hindrasta had reached a level where she could be thrown into the field without major issues.

Of course, that's just a manner of speaking—she still had many shortcomings.

In theoretical subjects, Hindrasta was struggling considerably.

People commonly believe dragons to be cunning and wise.

This misconception stems from them being magical beasts that live unimaginably long lives, and they're so rare that witnessing one flying across the distant sky like a speck requires divine favor.

With bodies larger than most fortresses, breath that burns and melts everything, and uniquely deep, resonant voices in their true forms.

For these reasons, people mistakenly think dragons are not only cruel and ferocious but also sages who have mastered all the world's principles.

That's half right and half wrong.

Dragons do have high intelligence, evidenced by their ability to communicate with sentient races.

However, this isn't a unique trait, as lamias—half-human, half-serpent beings—and even goblins can communicate as well.

But are they smarter than humans? Not really.

According to various studies, dragon intelligence is similar to that of average humans.

While individual differences exist, the species as a whole doesn't vastly surpass other sentient races in intellect.

In this light, it's not at all strange that Hindrasta struggles with theoretical fields, especially the notoriously difficult espionage subject.

Even I find espionage extremely challenging.

It's actually admirable that she hasn't thrown down her pen and given up yet.

As for Knightley, she was born with hexagonal talent—gifted in all areas.

Under my and Ismera's guidance, Knightley's abilities in every field were improving exponentially.

Until recently, while she was the academy's top student, she seemed to have reached the maximum potential within the bounds of being a student.

Now, she appears to have surpassed even that barrier.

Moreover, her enthusiasm is remarkable. According to Merylda, when all the other children are asleep, Knightley studies alone in the kitchen by candlelight.

Merylda, as Ismera had said, possessed tremendous talent and potential.

With Ismera's professional education, Merylda had reached a level where she could solve most espionage problems with just a few flicks of her fingers.

"I don't know exactly what the Empire's 5934 Unit is..."

Ismera spoke while looking at Merylda's perfect evaluation sheet.

"But I think if Merylda were to join them now, she wouldn't seem out of place at all."

"Thank you, Professor. It's all thanks to your guidance. I never imagined I'd receive such high-quality instruction."

I was startled.

An unmistakable bright smile appeared on Ismera's face after hearing Merylda's words.

"R-really...?"

"Yes, Professor. The Royal Academy truly lives up to its reputation."

"I'm glad you think so..."

Ismera cleared her throat and tried to compose her expression. But soon her lips started twitching upward again.

"Professor Ismera really is amazing," said Knightley, who was standing nearby.

"Professor, you earned your Advanced Master's degree in less than ten years after the war ended. That's truly a remarkable achievement that few can match. Right? Less than ten years."

The Advanced Master's degree here is equivalent to a doctorate in my previous life.

Ismera came to the human city, started at the academy, and as far as I know, became an Advanced Master in exactly six years.

Translating this to my previous life, it would be like an undergraduate freshman completing accelerated graduations to become a doctor in six years.

At first, I thought "Advanced Master" was just a regular master's degree, but that wasn't the case.

With the children's shower of praise, Ismera couldn't stop smiling throughout the class.

It was her first genuine smile that I'd seen in a very long time, if not ever.

Perhaps it was because she was finally being recognized for her abilities after constantly being overshadowed by Kirrin and me.

She grimaces when I compliment her.

Well, I suppose words from Merylda, who wants to be her personal disciple, carry a completely different meaning than mine.

I should convince Merylda to receive personal tutoring from Ismera later.

It's clear now that Merylda doesn't have much talent in combat, but her potential in theory seems limitless.

She absolutely needs to learn from Ismera. Not from me. I don't have the confidence to handle such a genius.

By the way, the competition is now right around the corner.

It feels like just yesterday we were debating whether to do training camp.

The results of our training so far:

Hindrasta: Combat maximization, Knightley: Balance, Merylda: Espionage specialist.

Perfect, just perfect. The optimal combination.

Let's keep going like this.

# # # # #

"Today, we'll practice infiltration assuming a landing on the eastern coast."

Lina, who had prepared the training plan based on my instructions, explained in a bright and cheerful voice.

With the competition approaching, we've entered the final practice phase.

We've even mobilized combat department professors to create an environment as close to real combat as possible for training.

"Just a moment, Professor Lina."

After Lina finished her explanation, Professor Ismera spoke up.

"Even though it's summer, the water temperature isn't that high. Don't we need special diving suits for body temperature maintenance?"

"Uh, diving suits?"

Lina looked at me with slight confusion.

Her expression said, 'Should I answer?' Probably due to the difference in rank between a regular professor and a head professor.

"I'll explain that," I said, stepping in to help Lina.

"This training involves maritime infiltration using a small boat, not underwater infiltration. While dry diving suits would provide warmth and be beneficial, the disadvantages outweigh the advantages."

"Disadvantages?"

"Typically, the most vulnerable moment in coastal infiltration is right after landing when removing diving suits. If we're not infiltrating underwater, there's no reason to wear diving suits and risk exposure to the enemy."

"I see. I understand. I asked because I didn't know."

She's such a reasonable woman. Once she understands, she accepts.

Despite this being a combat field night training, Ismera came along with us.

Though she didn't say it directly, judging from her occasional comments and expressions, she seems worried that I might put the children in extremely dangerous situations.

Even though I train them realistically, I'm not that foolish. I've even assigned other combat professors as support.

Ismera was particularly concerned about the children's safety.

After checking the assistants positioned here and there for safety, we began the training.

The children, dressed in black clothes with masks, approached the academy's eastern shore in a small boat.

Hindrasta rowed while Knightley and Merylda kept watch front and back with crossbows.

About ten meters from the beach, the children disembarked, dragged the boat behind some rocks on the shore, and finally came ashore.

Watching the children infiltrate in a line through the darkness from a high vantage point, Ismera spoke in a somewhat dry voice.

"Head Professor of Combat."

"Yes?"

But Ismera didn't say anything more and remained silent.

I wonder what she was going to say.

# # # # #

On our way home after the maritime infiltration training.

"Everyone did well today."

That wasn't me speaking. It was Knightley encouraging the children.

Knightley was patting Hindrasta and Merylda's shoulders and offering words of encouragement?!

"You did well too."

What's even more surprising is that Hindrasta responded to Knightley like that?!?!?!

"Let's wash in warm water when we get back. I'm freezing."

"Even in summer, nights can be chilly. Don't kick off your blanket like yesterday, at least cover your stomach."

What is this? Knightley and Hindrasta are peacefully exchanging pleasantries?

For a moment, I was so confused that I foolishly pinched my cheek.

Seeing my reaction, Merylda smiled and moved closer to me.

"Surprised?"

"Very."

"They've been like that for a while now."

Living and eating together, Knightley has become quite gentle with Merylda, Hindrasta, and Olicia.

Compared to long ago when she called Olicia insolent or dismissed Hindrasta as ignorant, she's now like an angel.

Merylda secretly told me that Knightley seems to consider them friends.

"Is that really true? That noble lady?"

"She hasn't said it outright, but I think it's because we treat her as an equal without flattering her or talking behind her back."

Now that I think about it, that makes sense.

Knightley doesn't have friends.

At best, she has minor nobles who hover around her with empty flattery.

But those kids are just looking to pick up crumbs that fall from Knightley's table; they don't consider her a friend.

Knightley knows this well and shows extreme contempt for them without hesitation.

But she's exceptionally kind to Merylda and Hindrasta. Perhaps, as Merylda said, it's because they have no intention of using her or showing fear toward her.

She even gave Olicia some pocket money—a gold coin, no less!—saying she must be working hard.

No wonder Olicia has been placing the main dish in front of Knightley instead of me lately. So that's why.

"In Sophie's case, I think the two gold coins Knightley gave her last time made a big difference."

After receiving two gold coins, Hindrasta has implicitly accepted Knightley as the team leader.

In the past, she would have picked fights and found fault with everything, but now she follows Knightley's lead without complaint.

Whether she bought friendship with money, or friendship developed through spending money, or she spent money because she considered them friends.

Either way, I'm extremely relieved they're getting along well.

Ch.90 - Bustling Training Camp (7)
A notice from the Security Office regarding the competition was issued.

"Look here, Professor Ismera."

I pointed to a specific part of the document.

"Don't you think this is problematic?"

"What do you mean?"

"This part here. It says they're using scarecrows as the opposing forces."

The evaluation criteria for this competition followed the typical Special Task Force activities: infiltration - assassination - securing confidential documents.

Naturally, the process of subduing enemies during infiltration should be part of the evaluation.

But according to the document, these opposing forces would be replaced with scarecrows.

The term "scarecrow" sounds strange, but they're not the typical ones you'd see in fields. Rather, they're creations made by gnomes and dwarves that look almost like real humans—essentially "realistic dolls," if I had to describe them.

"I don't see any problem with this. Surely you don't want our children to kill actual people, do you?"

"Of course not. But if they're just scarecrows, the difficulty level drops too much. We've trained these kids rigorously, but what's the point if the competition threshold is too low? It would be better for us if the standards were higher."

Seeming to understand my point, Ismera silently studied the document before suddenly asking:

"Do you have a better solution, Professor Dian? I can't think of anything besides using actual people."

"We need to think about it now."

Ismera stared at me with an incredulous expression.

Realistic dolls won't work. With those, any random person could succeed at infiltration.

We need real people. But if we use real people, students can't actually stab them with knives or throw nooses around their necks—they'd just have to go through the motions, which creates fairness issues.

Let me use modern military training as an example.

When two units engage in combat exercises, they can't use live ammunition, so they're given blanks.

But blanks only make noise without any visual effect.

In such cases, field controllers make arbitrary combat judgments, which sometimes lead to arguments between commanders.

"We maneuvered like this, but there was an obstacle here, we called in artillery fire, and so on..."

This competition will face the same issues.

Let's say we position people and assume they're killed with wooden swords.

Who would make those judgments, and would other teams accept them?

I can easily guess it would be a complete mess.

This isn't just any competition—it's organized by the Imperial Castle Security Office.

Other academies will be eager to participate, and seasoned mercenary groups and adventure guilds will certainly enter.

With everyone so intensely focused, even the slightest flaw could spark immediate conflict.

If neither people nor scarecrows will work, we need a better solution...

But what could that be?

This requires serious thought. It's not something we can just gloss over.

# # # # #

"Well done, Merylda!"

Knightley caught Merylda as she struggled to climb over the wall.

"See? Practice makes perfect."

"Yeah, thanks. But it really hurts here."

Merylda massaged between her thighs with a pained smile.

The students were currently engaged in obstacle course training.

The academy's infiltration training ground featured various structures, and they had chosen one for intensive practice.

Merylda, who couldn't do anything on the first day, now climbed walls and crawled on the ground with reasonable skill.

However, being from a rural public academy and a deputy administrator's daughter, she still lagged behind the others.

Hindrasta, watching Merylda massage her thighs, made a suggestion:

"How about this, Knightley?"

"Got a good idea?"

When Hindrasta whispered something, Knightley nodded in agreement.

"Kyaaaah!"

Merylda screamed as she was thrown over the wall.

Hindrasta's suggestion was to simply throw Merylda.

The strong Hindrasta would throw Merylda, and Knightley would catch her on the other side.

"Merylda, if you scream like that, we'll all be discovered. Again."

"Ah, okay... mmph!"

Thrown again, Merylda covered her mouth to stifle her scream.

"Hmm... not the best method."

Hindrasta stroked her chin as she watched Knightley wobble while catching Merylda.

"We can't keep throwing her like this every time. There must be a better way..."

After pondering, Hindrasta snapped her fingers and looked for Dian.

"Professor! Professor!"

But Dian didn't respond, seemingly lost in thought.

"Professoooor!!!!"

"Huh? Did you call me?"

"Where's the dwarf professor?"

"Don't know. Probably in the lecture hall."

Left alone with Dian, Hindrasta casually asked about Professor Kazador's whereabouts, and Dian, his mind clearly elsewhere, vaguely pointed in some direction.

Seeing Dian like this, Hindrasta asked suspiciously:

"What's up with you? What are you thinking about?"

But Dian didn't answer.

"Everyone! We have somewhere to go!"

Leaving Dian behind, Hindrasta returned to the students.

"Where are we going?"

"Let's go see the dwarf professor. I just had a brilliant idea."

While the students noisily headed to the lecture hall, Dian remained alone, pacing back and forth with his hands behind his back, deep in thought.

# # # # #

Late that night.

While everyone was asleep, Merylda quietly opened her eyes.

Looking beside her, she saw Knightley and Hindrasta sleeping in each other's arms, their legs intertwined.

Hindrasta's snoring was particularly loud.

Looking over, she saw Olicia's door firmly shut with no light visible through the cracks, suggesting she was also asleep.

After confirming everything, Merylda silently rose from her bed and tiptoed toward the stairs.

Up those stairs was Dian's room.

In truth, Merylda had intended to visit Dian on the first night of their training camp.

However, she hadn't succeeded even once in the month since then.

It wasn't because someone interfered. She simply lacked the stamina to stay awake.

The continuous combat classes morning and evening left Merylda exhausted, collapsing into bed.

Even as her stamina improved, she would close her eyes for a moment only to find it was morning when she opened them again.

But not tonight.

With Sophie and Knightley's help, Merylda had become considerably stronger, allowing her to wake up in the middle of the night.

Tonight, she was determined to have her "midnight communication" with Dian.

She had failed before, but this time she would succeed.

However, when Merylda reached the upper floor, she stopped in confusion.

Dian's room was locked with a padlock...

How does he get out from inside? And more importantly, how did he lock it?

Suddenly, Merylda had a thought.

The maid who worked here, Olicia.

That girl was always worried about Dian having inappropriate relationships with the students.

Had she locked the door to prevent any midnight encounters?

But Merylda wasn't discouraged.

After all, she was now a student at the Special Mission Academy.

Thanks to her training, she could easily pick a lock like this.

With a sharp pin, she probed the keyhole a few times, twisted it, and—click—the lock opened.

Merylda exhaled excitedly and pushed the door open with trembling hands.

Planning her move, she hadn't worn underwear after bathing earlier.

Merylda opened the door and rushed in.

"Professor!"

"That's it! That's exactly it!"

Just as Merylda threw herself at the bed, Dian suddenly sat up and shouted.

This caused Merylda to land where Dian had been lying, bounce off, and roll onto the floor.

"Ugh...!"

But Merylda wasn't one to give up so easily.

She had waited ten years.

Merylda lunged at Dian, who was sitting on the bed. She planned to embrace him from behind and press her chest against his back!

"Yes! That's the solution!"

"Gah!"

But Dian swung his fist and stood up, causing Merylda to be thrown off again.

"Professor!"

Merylda gritted her teeth and rushed at Dian, but this time she collided with the wardrobe.

"This isn't the time. I need to go right now."

Dian muttered as he quickly walked toward the door, narrowly brushing past Merylda.

"Huh? What are you doing?"

"P-Professor!"

Not giving up, Merylda lunged at him again, and Dian caught her while asking:

"Can't sleep? Want to come with me?"

"W-Where...?"

Merylda was slightly taken aback by the sudden question.

"There's a bed here and a place to wash up, so there's no need to go somewhere else..."

"I'm going to the Illusion Magic Tower."

"Eh? The Illusion Magic Tower...?"

Merylda blinked in confusion.

# # # # #

"What?! You're going to the Illusion Magic Tower?!"

Orendi, woken from sleep, let out a shriek.

"Shh, be quiet. You'll wake everyone else."

We were at the single faculty dormitory.

I had just brought Merylda with me and knocked on Orendi's door to wake her.

"Why are you suddenly going to the Illusion Magic Tower? Not just anyone can enter that place."

"Is that so?"

"Yes. Only affiliated mages can enter."

"That won't be a problem. I know a mage there."

Orendi twisted her eyebrows and asked:

"You know a mage, Head Professor? Who?"

"Kaiden."

"Don't be ridiculous!!"

Orendi shouted.

"You know Kaiden?! The magical genius Kaiden who will go down in history?!"
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"It's true. I know Kaiden."

"That's impossible! I'd believe you if you said you could make wine from grapes, Professor, but this is completely different!"

"Hey, you idiot. Of course wine is made from grapes. And why would I wake you up in the middle of the night to tell lies? Huh?"

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

Orendi scratched his head.

"Are we going now? Will you be alright?"

"I don't mind. The competition is right around the corner, so I need to meet him as soon as possible to get his cooperation."

"Well, if that's the case, let's go. Who knows, maybe I'll get to have a conversation with the great magic genius while escorting you, Professor."

What's this? Was Kaiden's status among mages this high?

I knew he had talent in magic, but I didn't realize he was so revered that people considered it an honor just to speak with him.

"But is Merylda coming too?"

"I was thinking of going together. Is there a problem?"

"Well, I'm not sure that outfit is appropriate."

Currently, Merylda was wearing pajamas with just a light cardigan over them. Definitely inappropriate for visiting the Magic Tower, which was like a graduate school for mages.

"Let's go change clothes."

# # # # #

Orendi and Dian's group returned home instantly via spatial movement.

As Merylda rustled about changing her clothes, Knightley, who had been sleeping, woke up.

"Where are you going?"

"Mmm, I'm going to the Magic Tower with the professor for a bit."

"What? The Magic Tower?"

At those words, Knightley sprang up like a coiled spring and shouted.

"Take me too!"

"You want to come too?"

"Would you pass up a chance to see the Illusion Magic Tower if you were me?"

"I wouldn't, but we need to get the professor's permission..."

"It's fine, it's fine. The dimensional gate doesn't have a limit on the number of people anyway."

With that, Knightley began carelessly throwing off her clothes, which even woke up Hindrasta, who rubbed her eyes as she got up.

"Is there a war?"

"Merylda and I are going to the Magic Tower. You keep sleeping."

"Magic Tower? What nonsense is this in the middle of the night?"

After Merylda explained the situation, Hindrasta, who had been thinking for a moment, quickly got up.

"I'm coming too."

"Why you too?"

"I have business with a mage."

# # # # #

While waiting outside with Orendi, the children came swarming out.

Even Olicia with her drowsy face.

"What's with everyone going to the Magic Tower at this late hour..."

"Something came up. But what about all of you?"

"We're going too. Hello, Professor Orendi."

"Hello there."

Knightley and Hindrasta bowed politely to Orendi.

Those two are coming along too?

Well, I suppose it's fine. The Magic Tower is a place that's difficult to visit.

This will be a good experience to broaden the children's horizons.

"Then let's all go together."

"I'll open the dimensional gate right away."

"Wow!"

When Orendi created the dimensional gate, Merylda let out an exclamation. Knightley's eyes were wide with wonder too.

Only Hindrasta looked unimpressed, as if there was nothing particularly amazing about it.

"I'll be back, Olicia."

I greeted Olicia and stepped through the dimensional gate.

# # # # #

"Is this the right place?"

That was what Merylda said as soon as we exited the dimensional gate.

"What is this place?"

Knightley looked around in confusion.

We were currently standing on top of a gentle hill.

Below the hill, a forest spread out like a carpet all the way to the horizon.

In the sky, a bizarre aurora of purple and green colors swayed, and shooting stars fell incessantly.

"Professor, did we come to the wrong place?"

At Hindrasta's question, Orendi scratched his head.

"This is the right place. The coordinates are correct."

"Let's go down and see."

Led by Hindrasta, we descended the hill.

"Gasp!"

Suddenly, Merylda drew in a sharp breath and began to tremble.

"What's wrong with you?"

"P-P-Professor! What kind of outfit is that?!?!"

Merylda was pointing at the edge of the forest that was just beginning in front of us.

She was gasping for breath as she looked at the shadowy area where one couldn't see an inch ahead.

"I can't believe it... How could a professor with such noble character dress so..."

Merylda was talking about the professor but was looking at the forest instead of me.

"What is she talking about?"

Hindrasta waved her hand in front of Merylda's face, but she couldn't seem to regain her senses.

"How could you wear such a vulgar outfit... But if this is all a surprise you prepared for me..."

Merylda muttered while touching her chest.

"You must have been concerned about what happened earlier... I, Merylda, am so happy."

With that, Merylda suddenly started unbuttoning her school uniform one by one!

"Ten years of waiting. Today I can prove that the time I spent desperately waiting for my own hero wasn't in vain..."

"No!"

"I didn't see anything, Head Professor!"

Just as Merylda was about to unbutton her shirt, Knightley and Hindrasta jumped in to stop her.

Orendi tightly closed his eyes and turned away, and I turned my gaze toward the forest instead of looking at Merylda.

There's nothing there.

"Huh...? What...?"

But now Knightley, who had been helping with Merylda, tilted her head and looked back at the forest.

"Professor...? What are you doing over there?"

Is it Knightley's turn now?

"Not wearing clothes and naked like that... What did you say?"

Knightley's amber eyes widened.

"You say our relationship is no longer that of teacher and student...? You want to give me a completely different kind of private lesson...?"

After hesitating for a moment, Knightley's expression melted as she swayed dreamily.

"Alright, Professor... That's what I wanted too... Now teach me sex education instead of combat education..."

"Sophie! Grab her!"

Hindrasta wrapped her arms around Knightley's waist as she ran toward the forest and dragged her back.

"What's wrong with them? What did they see to make them lose their minds like this?"

"It's illusion magic."

"Illusion magic? I don't see anything."

"That's because you're a dragon, so magic doesn't work on you. Look at that."

"Ughhhh..."

Orendi was flailing his arms wildly.

"No... Don't do this... We'll be in big trouble if we do this..."

I wonder who appeared to him.

"You said Illusion Magic Tower, right? So there's illusion magic cast on this forest? And that's why those humans are entranced like that?"

"Maybe even this scenery is an illusion."

"Hmm, that illusion magic thing is quite interesting. But what is everyone seeing?"

"Probably desires hidden deep in their hearts."

"Desires..."

Hindrasta shuddered as she watched Knightley and Merylda desperately calling for the professor.

"Hey, Dian. But why aren't you affected?"

"Because I'm not an ordinary human. You think I'd fall for such a simple trick?"

Just then, someone appeared from the forest. Is it Kaiden?

"Hey, you bastard. Release the magic right now... Huh?"

But it wasn't Kaiden.

That's...

"Professor Ismera?"

The elf Ismera was walking gracefully toward us.

But why isn't she wearing clothes?

Ismera, who stood in front of me, opened her mouth.

"Professor Dian."

"What are you doing here? And what's with that appearance?"

"I've been waiting for you, Professor."

"But why are you naked?"

"Clothes are just cumbersome barriers between us."

With that, Ismera raised her hand and gently caressed my cheek.

"I've always admired you."

"I thought you disliked me?"

"That was just an act to hide my feelings. While I said harsh things to you on the outside, inside I was wondering how warm it would be to be in your arms."

Ismera smiled a heart-melting smile and pressed herself close to me.

I could vividly feel the soft pressure of her chest against mine.

"Professor. Let's become one."

"This is difficult. There are children here, and Professor Orendi too."

"It doesn't matter. It's fine if everyone sees. I prefer it that way. I want to announce to the whole world that I've been completely conquered by you and have become a woman only you can use."

"Haha, you crazy bastard."

I laughed softly and pushed Ismera's forehead away with my finger.

"You should know your limits."

I smiled at Ismera, who looked confused by my words.

"Pure-blooded elves don't say such vulgar things. If you're going to do something, you should do your research properly."

"The dark elf hasn't even appeared yet."

Now I noticed Kirrin with her black skin, peeking out from behind a tree in the back, showing only her upper body as she looked at me anxiously.

Seeing that, I chuckled and bent my middle finger tightly with my thumb.

"Dark elf or whatever, let's stop this joke now."

When I snapped my fingers, Ismera, who had been hit on the forehead, turned into particles of light and scattered.

Although it was just an illusion, the sight of a naked Ismera was truly remarkable. What a shame.

"Huh? What? Professor! Where did you go?"

"No! I was so close!!"

"Aaaaah!!"

As the magic was dispelled, Knightley and Merylda shouted simultaneously, and Orendi fell to the ground with a scream.

Only Hindrasta stood with her arms crossed, looking at the humans with disgust.

"Crazy humans. What kind of hideous and unsightly fantasies do you normally indulge in?"

As the illusion magic dissipated, the forest seemed to recede rapidly, and the fantastic aurora in the sky disappeared.

What remained before us was a small, collapsing hut.

It was tilted about 40 degrees diagonally, and the pillars were rotted and crumbling.

Half the roof had caved in, and because of moss and vines, it looked like just a pile of stones at first glance—a very old hut.

A person was standing in front of it.

With neatly cut black hair and pale skin.

It was a man in a black robe with fox-like narrow eyes.

"It's been a very long time, Lord Dian."

Kaiden greeted with a slight smile.
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"Kaiden!"

I approached with a smile and embraced Kaiden tightly.

"It's been ten years, but you haven't changed at all, Lord Dian."

"Neither have you. But what's all this about? The Illusion Magic Tower?"

"If I had to choose between what I'm good at and what I love, I'd naturally choose what I love."

As always, Kaiden made some vague comment with that enigmatic smile.

"What brings you here? After ten years, no less."

"I have a favor to ask of you."

"I see. Helping you is always a pleasure, Lord Dian. But..."

Kaiden squinted at the people standing behind me.

"Ah, these are students and professors from my academy."

"Academy?"

"Earlier this year, I became the Head Professor of Combat at the Imperial Special Mission Academy."

"Professor... You mean to say..."

Even the brilliant Kaiden seemed to have trouble processing this, slowly nodding his head.

"Well... being the Head of Combat isn't completely incomprehensible, I suppose."

"You jerk. I'm actually doing quite well."

"I'm sure you are. Though you may not have acquired refined academic knowledge, Lord Dian, you've always had the sharp intellect to grasp the essence of things."

Kaiden nodded to himself, then suddenly remarked as if just remembering something.

"But Lord Dian. A pure-blooded elf and a dark elf? You have quite unique tastes."

"Those are our academy's Principal and Acting Vice Principal. You know, on Earth, you'd go to prison for solicitation."

"That's a relief then. At least only you can see them."

Kaiden is the only one who knows I'm a transmigrator.

I didn't tell him first.

He just figured it out himself because he's ridiculously smart and perceptive.

He created an illusory wall that only he could see and wrote down all my suspicious behaviors, then analyzed them to form hypotheses and theories.

His conclusion: I'm from another world.

If I came from another world, everything would make sense, therefore I must be from another world.

He's truly, truly terrifying.

The only saving grace is that he's not the type to blab about what he knows to others.

Kaiden is definitely a once-in-a-generation magical genius, and like most such people, he doesn't care about anything that doesn't interest him.

Once he discovered I was from another world and realized it wasn't an impossible concept, he was satisfied with that understanding.

After that, to Kaiden, I was simply "a person from another world." End of story.

Just to be sure, I asked if there was a way to return to Earth, but he said there wasn't.

Summarizing his lengthy explanation filled with formulas and complex terminology: transferring matter between worlds requires an enormous amount of magical power.

If that much magical power were concentrated in one place, it would become so heavy it would suck everything in—essentially creating an artificial black hole, an extremely dangerous endeavor.

Moreover, gathering that much magical power would theoretically require at least five Archmages, but the problem is there are only three living Archmages.

So while a method exists, implementing it is impossible.

Since I didn't desperately want to return anyway, I just left it at that.

"Um, uh, excuse me, um..."

Orendi hesitantly approached us, fidgeting.

"Eh, so..."

"Was what I just saw fake?!"

Before Orendi could finish speaking, Knightley rushed over and demanded.

"Was it an illusion?! Was Professor Dian's confession to me all fake?!"

"Good grief, Knightley. Close your mouth. I'm dying of embarrassment."

"This is outrageous! It's fraud! Fraud!!"

Merylda quietly watched the raging Knightley from a step behind.

She must have seen something similar.

Knightley's outburst must be extremely irritating to Merylda, who had been waiting for me for ten years.

Given Merylda's personality, she would normally have said something cutting to Knightley with a smile, but she's strangely quiet now.

She's just silently buttoning up the shirt she had been unbuttoning earlier.

She must be embarrassed about rushing at thin air while taking off her clothes earlier.

"Both of you need to get your heads straight."

Hindrasta put her arms around Merylda and Knightley's necks.

"You both saw Professor Dian earlier, right? You both secretly like Professor Dian, right? Huh?"

"What does it matter who I like? Don't tell me you're trying to eliminate the competition..."

"HA!! That's insane!!"

Hindrasta recoiled at Knightley's words.

"That man, you know. He might look normal on the outside, but he's rotten to the core inside."

Hindrasta whispered in a deadly serious tone.

"Why do you think I gave up the lucrative Reblanc Mercenary Corps to stay at this academy? It's because that man is holding my weakness over me and keeping me imprisoned."

"What weakness?"

"Well, it's..."

Hindrasta started to speak but closed her mouth, glancing at me.

"Ah, anyway, there is something!"

Since I had strictly instructed her never to reveal that she was a dragon to others, Hindrasta glossed over it, and Knightley clicked her tongue.

"Your intentions are obvious, Sophie."

"That's not it! I consider you a friend and I'm genuinely worried about you!"

"Sure, sure. I'll keep it in mind."

Knightley dismissed Hindrasta's warning, while Merylda, having fixed her clothes, approached Kaiden.

"Hello, Magician. I'm Merylda, one of Professor Dian's students."

"Hello, Miss Merylda."

Merylda smiled brightly at Kaiden's greeting.

"If I may ask, was that all illusion magic just now? Is it something I could learn?"

"It's possible if you have talent for magic. However, I don't detect any magical response from you, Miss Merylda."

"I see..."

Merylda became dejected upon learning her chances of becoming a magician were zero.

"Please come in. A guest is a guest, even in the middle of the night."

"Sorry, Kaiden. For showing up without notice."

"It's fine. You've always been that way, Lord Dian. You left us without saying a word too."

"I'm sorry about that."

"It doesn't matter now. You've returned in one piece, and thanks to your motivation, I found this new path."

As Kaiden spread his hands, the students simultaneously screamed.

A pure white dragon unfurled its wings from Kaiden's back, revealing its massive body. It was a White Dragon.

"My goodness! It's so beautiful!"

"So this is illusion magic..."

While everyone was marveling at the incredible beauty, only Hindrasta lay flat on the ground, pressing her head down and trembling violently.

"Please forgive me, Elders... I promise I won't cause any more trouble..."

I quickly checked her backside, but fortunately, she didn't seem to be wetting herself.

It would be really troublesome if she did that here.

The last time at Linus's house, after she properly wet herself, she refused to wear the change of clothes offered to her.

She said something about not wanting to accept even a grain of rice from the hero who dragged her down to hell. Anyway.

"Please come in, everyone."

Kaiden led us toward a dilapidated hut.

"But... is that a woman?"

"Is that... not a woman...?"

"I thought Kaiden was a man..."

The students whispered among themselves as they followed.

Orendi followed closely behind Kaiden as if wanting to speak to him, but ultimately said nothing and came back to my side.

"Head Professor, how did you come to know Kaiden?"

"We used to work together."

"When exactly was that...? It must have been over ten years ago, right? Ten years ago, Kaiden was a member of the Demon King Assassination Task Force."

Clank! Clank!

Suddenly, a loud noise made us turn around. Kaiden was shaking the doorknob of the crooked door with his whole body.

"The exterior is quite old, you see."

"Wasn't that an illusion too?"

"No. Just a moment."

Clank! Clank! Clank!

Being a physically weak magician, Kaiden couldn't easily open the door, so I stepped in and opened it for him.

"Thank you, Lord Dian. Now, everyone, please come inside."

"KYAAAAAAAH!!"

As soon as we entered, the students screamed and clung to me.

"AAAAH! Professor!"

Even Orendi panicked and pulled at my cloak hard enough to tear it.

For good reason—we were now standing in the middle of a four-lane highway.

Cars were zooming past us on the road.

"The carriages are moving by themselves!"

That wasn't all.

On both sides of the road stood towering skyscrapers, with crowds of people in modern clothes bustling about.

"Don't tell me all of this is the World Tree..."

Hindrasta tilted her head back and muttered stupidly.

"Welcome to the Illusion Magic Tower."

Kaiden stood on the center line, squinting with a smile and bowing.

"This is a place where all imagination becomes reality. If you don't maintain your focus, you can lose your sense of reality in an instant."

"This is amazing. Everything looks so real."

Kaiden smiled with his eyes as he looked around the bustling street.

"I created this virtual world based on the mysterious stories Lord Dian told me long ago. This space itself is a kind of massive VR."

"So this is... the pinnacle of illusion magic... Truly incredible..."

Orendi knelt down, touching the ground as tears of admiration fell from her eyes.
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After learning that I came from another world, Kaiden, with a magician's innate curiosity, asked me to tell him stories about Earth.

This place is a world inside a novel that emulates medieval fantasy.

Though it has mysterious magic and intelligent non-human races roaming about, compared to Earth's civilization, it's primitive at best.

Highly advanced science is indistinguishable from magic, and Earth's science has already far surpassed this world's magical capabilities. Except for dimensional gates.

A single missile is more powerful than most attack spells, and even the most ordinary citizen of South Korea lives a more convenient and abundant life than the Emperor here.

Bluntly speaking, if just one division of the Korean military crossed over, they could conquer this entire continent in an instant.

For Kaiden, a magician, Earth's civilization must have been truly shocking.

He listened attentively to stories about Earth that had become mundane to me, showing particular interest in virtual reality technologies.

"So you're saying they create worlds that don't actually exist but appear real? By deceiving all five senses?"

After that night ten years ago when I left the drawbridge of the Imperial Castle, I hadn't heard what became of Kaiden.

I had assumed Kaiden would join the Imperial Magic Department.

Kaiden was a combat specialist magician with quick thinking and extremely destructive attack magic.

Given his abilities, I naturally thought he'd join the Magic Department supporting the Imperial Army rather than a research institution like a magic tower, but surprisingly, he went to the Illusion Magic Tower.

It's not that illusion magic is worthless, but compared to other useful magic schools, it's somewhat less practical.

Thinking about it, it's strange—why wouldn't magic that deceives human senses be useful?

The problem is that research in this field is extremely limited.

Few magicians enter the Illusion Magic Tower to begin with, and compared to other straightforward magic disciplines, it's an incredibly complex field. At best, they can barely create something like a hologram.

Even in a medieval fantasy world, the quality is so poor that nobody would ever believe it.

Yet the magical genius Kaiden entered that place, and the result is the present-day Earth unfolding before my eyes.

It's so vivid and clear that I could believe I'd actually returned to Earth.

Truly, a genius is a genius no matter where they are or what they do.

"Everyone this way."

As Kaiden raised his hand, the traffic light turned red, and all the cars came to a stop.

Seeing this, I became curious. I never told Kaiden about traffic signals or traffic laws.

"You mean that? I inferred it."

"Inferred?"

"This is a world where automobiles exist. Since they're carriages made of metal, they must be quite dangerous. They wouldn't run around chaotically without some kind of system."

My God, what kind of madman is this?!

After calmly crossing the street, Kaiden took a seat at an outdoor café table.

Since the tables were small, the children sat at one table while Orendi, Kaiden, and I sat at another.

After ordering, our drinks arrived, and I sipped mine with suspicion.

Delicious. This really is coffee. Wait a minute.

"Is this real?"

"That depends on how you perceive it, Dian."

"The taste, aroma, and texture are all perfect, but since this is from the Illusion Magic Tower, it feels fake."

"Then just the taste, aroma, and texture are real."

"But isn't that everything? What else is there to coffee?"

"Then I suppose it must be real."

While we conversed, Orendi pulled out a notebook from her pocket and frantically wrote down everything Kaiden said, muttering to herself.

"This is impossible... being able to hear Kaiden's words while inside his illusion magic... this is absolutely insane..."

Like a fanatical fan writing in blood, Orendi was wildly moving her pen when she suddenly came to her senses and looked at Kaiden.

"Ah, hello! I'm Orendi! I apologize for the late introduction!"

Orendi jumped up from her seat and bowed so deeply her forehead nearly touched the teacup.

"I'm a professor of magical countermeasures at the Royal Academy! It's an honor to meet you, Kaiden, whom I've admired for so long!"

"Pleased to meet you, Professor Orendi."

When Orendi eagerly grasped Kaiden's outstretched hand, flowers burst forth like bubbles, scattering before they even hit the table.

"This is incredible... such high-level... how did you do this?! Please teach me even just a little bit!"

"Very well."

Kaiden pulled out a napkin and began writing complex equations with a pen.

"First, we need a rotation matrix. This moves objects on a two-dimensional plane. In this equation, θ represents the angle of rotation. The first value in the first row is the cosine of angle θ, and the second value is the negative sine of angle θ. The first value in the second row is the sine of angle θ, and the second value is the cosine of angle θ. Using this matrix to rotate a point will cause that point to rotate counterclockwise by angle θ."

"Oh, I see."

"Next is the translation matrix. This matrix is used to move an object a specific distance on a two-dimensional plane. The translation matrix T(x, y) is as follows. Here, x and y represent the distances to move along the x-axis and y-axis, respectively. The third value in the first row is the distance to move along the x-axis, and the third value in the second row is the distance to move along the y-axis. The remaining values are set to 1 or 0 to maintain the coordinate system after transformation."

"I understand."

"Next is the optical formula. In optics, the refraction of light is very important. When light moves from one medium to another, its path changes as its speed changes. The formula that explains this phenomenon is as follows. Here, n1 and n2 represent the refractive indices of the first and second media, and θ1 and θ2 represent the angles of incidence and refraction, respectively. This formula is used to calculate the degree to which light refracts when crossing a medium boundary."

I couldn't understand a single word of what he was saying. But Orendi kept nodding seriously and rapidly writing everything in her notebook.

She was nodding so vigorously I thought her head might fall off.

Kaiden continued explaining wave equations, scaling matrices, Affine transformations, optical interference, sound wave refraction, acoustic impedance, and more.

Like all magicians, once they start talking about magic, they become completely immersed and never stop.

The children were entranced, taking in the city scenery, so I leisurely sipped my coffee and enjoyed the Earth-like atmosphere.

Car horns and phone ringtones. Suits, ties, glasses, and laptops. Tall, rectangular buildings and countless signs. Traffic lights and airplanes crossing the sky.

Kaiden's illusion magic had truly reached its peak.

"I apologize, Dian."

Kaiden, having finished his explanation, slightly bowed his head.

Orendi was flipping through her densely written notebook, muttering to herself like a madwoman.

"Is it all over now?"

"Yes. You mentioned needing my help—could you please specify what exactly?"

"I need to kill someone."

Kaiden silently waited for my next words.

"The Imperial Security Office is holding a competition to evaluate the Special Task Force. They want to set up opponents as targets."

"I understand. Considering the purpose of evaluation and the need for differentiation, you need real people as targets, but you can't actually kill them. Yet if you merely pretend to kill them, it compromises fairness."

"Ha, impressive. You've already figured it out. Anyway, I was pondering this when I heard you were at the Illusion Magic Tower."

"You want me to use illusion magic to create a realistic evaluation field?"

"Can you do it?"

"Of course."

Kaiden answered without hesitation.

"I can adjust everything—the desired environment, structures, opponent placement, and even the level of their responses."

"Good. Then perhaps a simple example..."

Before I could finish speaking, the surroundings transformed like a kaleidoscope in an instant.

"W-what's happening?!"

As the tables and chairs disappeared, the children got up in shock, and Orendi was gasping for breath as if about to faint.

"This is a miracle! A divine ability!"

We were now standing in a dim corridor instead of that busy street.

Judging by its appearance, it seemed to simulate an infiltration of the Imperial Castle.

Ahead of us stood an imperial guard with his back turned.

"Go ahead and try."

At Kaiden's words, I looked down to find a heavy dagger in my hand.

"You'll need to silence your footsteps. He has the same level of sensory perception as a real person."

Following Kaiden's advice, I silenced my footsteps and crept up right behind the guard.

The guard was breathing softly like a living person, quietly humming a tune.

I covered his mouth and stabbed his side deeply several times with the dagger, causing blood to pour out like a waterfall.

The blood felt so warm it was eerily realistic.

"Kyaaaaaaaaaah!!"

Merylda let out a piercing scream.

"S-someone died!"

"Get a grip, Merylda. This is all an illusion."

Knightley's face was pale as she comforted Merylda. Both of them were probably seeing someone die for the first time.

"A professional, definitely a professional."

Only Hindrasta watched with interest as I subdued the guard.

As the guard's breathing stopped, Kaiden approached and asked,

"How was it, Dian? Can I be of help?"

Looking down at the collapsing guard, I answered,

"It's so realistic it makes me feel guilty. I'll talk to the Imperial Castle—I want you to create the evaluation field for the competition."

"If it helps you, I'll do anything."

Kaiden smiled and bowed his head.
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"Now's the time! Stab it!"

"Kyaaak! It's caught on the bone!"

"You should've aimed a bit lower, not there!"

"Move aside! Let me do it!"

Children clutching knives, snares, and other tools are incredibly busy confronting imaginary enemies.

Watching them, I sat across from Kaiden, leisurely sipping coffee.

Orendi is nowhere to be seen, doing who knows what.

"Are you alone here?"

"No. There are other mages too. But this is my private room, so we won't run into them."

"Private room?"

Kaiden explains that where we're sitting is actually a tiny research lab, just a few square meters in size.

We simply can't perceive it due to extreme illusion magic.

"That's truly amazing. Impressive."

"As I mentioned, the VR concept you told me about, Dian, was extremely effective. But... how did you end up becoming an Academy professor?"

"It's all because of Linus."

When I explained how I reluctantly became a professor due to Linus's circumstances, Kaiden nodded.

"That's so like you, Dian. Even after ten years, you're still our reliable supporter."

"It's not that grand."

"So, Dian. Have you met Rormane since returning to the capital?"

"Yeah. I met her. I went to ask her to be a priest at the Academy."

A peculiar light flashed between Kaiden's narrowed eyes.

"How was it?"

"She welcomed me warmly and helped out. That's all. Honestly, I was a bit surprised too."

"I see... The object of her obsession disappeared without a word and returned after ten years, yet nothing happened..."

Kaiden stroked his chin.

"I'm not known for being stupid, but I simply cannot understand Rormane's reaction."

"I don't know either. Maybe her feelings changed over the past decade."

"I doubt it."

Kaiden shook his head skeptically.

"Don't you remember? When your underwear kept disappearing and we found them all hidden in Rormane's bag?"

"Hey, you bastard. Don't even bring that up."

"And when we were transporting that captured succubus from the Demon King's army. She delusionally thought the succubus was trying to seduce you and killed her while everyone was asleep."

"Sigh. That did happen."

"And do you remember the incident when Linus became truly angry at Rormane for the first and last time?"

I certainly remember.

Rormane had been mixing paralyzing herb powder into my food continuously, trying to create a situation where she could dramatically save me during battle.

Her plan was to use holy healing on me when I became paralyzed during combat, making me feel indebted to her.

But Rormane's plan never materialized.

I showed no symptoms despite consuming an amount that would have incapacitated a normal person within a day, and when Linus discovered this, he became genuinely furious with Rormane.

When the Hero deliberately unleashed his anger, even the mighty Rormane trembled and prostrated herself, swearing never again to endanger a comrade.

An angry Linus was honestly frightening even to me.

"Did you know this, Dian? After the war, Rormane tried to leave the Order. She wanted to become a civilian again to marry you."

"I think she mentioned that in passing."

"It wasn't just in passing. She used the reward money from the Imperial Castle to prepare a house for just the two of you in a rural corner of the Empire. She ordered a wedding dress from the capital's finest dressmaker and has kept it all this time. She even made stacks of wedding invitations with the date left blank. The last time I met her, she said she had prepared all the baby supplies too."

"W-what...?"

"This wasn't just right after the war. Even after you left, Rormane continued her preparations consistently."

My mind reels.

"After such meticulous preparation, she was just waiting for your return, so I wonder..."

"Hey, Kaiden."

I spoke in a stern, lowered voice.

"Let's stop talking about Rormane on this happy day."

"Understood. To be honest, I was a bit uncomfortable bringing it up myself."

After that, we silently drank our coffee for a while.

# # # # #

After securing Kaiden's cooperation, it was time to return to the Academy.

Kaiden escorted us to the front of the magic tower disguised as an old hut.

"Stop dawdling and hurry up!"

Hindrasta shouted, urging us from in front of the dimensional gate.

Seeing her, Kaiden asked me.

"That girl. She's a dragon, right? The one you and Linus taught a lesson to."

"Huh? That's right. How did you know?"

"She came to me earlier and asked if there was any magic to undo a polymorph, and if so, to please help her."

"Is there such a thing?"

"No. A dragon's polymorph is a racial characteristic that can't be undone by magic."

This Hindrasta must have found her current polymorphed state quite frustrating.

Well, for a dragon who used to soar through the skies, walking on two feet must be quite the adjustment.

"Then she suddenly told me she was being held captive and asked for help. What's that about?"

"It's nothing. She walked into the Academy on her own, picked a fight with me, got beaten, and became a student."

"That's quite a leap in the story, but anyway, it's best not to help that dragon."

"Right. Since she can't undo the polymorph for a thousand years anyway, she might as well graduate from the Academy and get a decent job."

"Dragons are certainly a proud and arrogant race, so they need your personal guidance, Dian. There's no one else in this world who could tame that dragon."

"She was incredibly stubborn at first, but lately she's been following orders decently."

"Excuse me, Mage."

At that moment, Merylda approached timidly.

"Do I really have no talent for magic?"

"None whatsoever, Student Merylda."

Despite Kaiden's cutting answer, Merylda didn't lose hope and asked another question.

"Then is there a way to cast illusion magic whenever needed? Like a stone containing magical power or some tool?"

"Illusion magic can't be compared to simple spells cast that way. It's impossible."

Once again, Kaiden gave an answer that left no room for hope, and Merylda became visibly dejected.

"Hey, Merylda. Give it up. What's the point? Your grades will just suffer."

"But it's such a shame," Merylda replied to Knightley's criticism.

"I waited ten years... I had hoped for at least an illusion, but to end so emptily..."

"What's this ten years about? And what did you see earlier?"

But Merylda didn't answer and just hung her head.

"Master Kaiden. I will never forget your teachings and will continue to strive for improvement."

Orendi, clutching her notebook with both hands, kept bowing to Kaiden.

"Yes, Professor Orendi. We'll meet again someday."

"Yes, Master Kaiden!"

Watching this gives me a strange feeling.

Kaiden was clearly young ten years ago, but he's already risen to a position where he's respected like this.

"Ah, hurry up! I'm getting sleepy now!"

As Hindrasta shouted from in front of the dimensional gate, I shook hands with Kaiden.

"See you again at the competition."

"I'm truly happy to be able to help you, Dian. I always thought I'd repay your kindness someday, and that day has finally come."

"It's hardly a kindness. I just recruited you because you're smart and I could use you."

"Whatever the motivation, you brought me into the light, Dian. You're the benefactor of my life."

"Well, if you say so."

Kaiden is clearly a member of the Hero's Party from the original story.

Bringing him in and convincing the Imperial Castle to include him in the task force was all part of faithfully following the original storyline.

But that doesn't mean my personal relationship with Kaiden was rigid. After all, we're comrades who survived life-threatening situations throughout the war. That's not an illusion but a real fact.

"By the way, Kaiden."

After everyone else had gone through the dimensional gate, I stayed behind and asked Kaiden.

"What exactly did those kids see?"

"May I tell you?"

"I'm curious."

"Both Student Merylda and Student Knightley saw you, Dian. Though there were some differences in your attire and attitude."

As Kaiden explained the details, I felt an extreme dizziness.

"They're insane. Those kids have completely lost their minds."

"Not all girls that age read romance novels and wipe away tears over fallen leaves. People harbor base desires in their hearts that they can't reveal to anyone."

"I'll have to be more careful about my behavior in front of the students from now on."

Kaiden smiled and shook his head.

"They're already completely infatuated with you, Dian. Unless you drop your pants and do something major in the middle of the Academy, I think the status quo will remain."

"Maybe I need to defecate in the training grounds to bring these kids to their senses. Anyway, thanks, Kaiden. Come to the Imperial Castle tomorrow."

"It's been a long time since I visited the Imperial Castle. I'll see you tomorrow, Dian."

After giving Kaiden a hug, I passed through the dimensional gate.
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On the way back to the academy.

I thought Orendi would question me about my relationship with Kaiden, but she didn't pay any attention to me and walked straight to the dormitory by herself.

She was practically burying her nose in the notebook containing the magic formula Kaiden had shared with me earlier.

Typical mages.

After sending Orendi off, I walked home alongside the children when Knightley asked, "Professor, how do you know that mage Kaiden?"

"We have a connection from the war."

"What kind of connection? You two seemed incredibly close. And that person is from the Demon King Assassination Task Force, right?"

"Yeah, that's right. I told you before, I was part of that too."

This time, Knightley didn't throw a fit accusing me of lying like last time.

She just silently looked at me, Merylda, and Hindrasta in turn without saying anything.

"Welcome back, Sir Dian."

When we arrived home, Olicia, who had been dozing off on the living room sofa, groggily got up.

"Why weren't you sleeping?"

"Everyone went out for work, so I couldn't just sprawl out and sleep comfortably. Are you hungry?"

"No, I'm fine. I'm going to bed. You should go too."

"Yes. Sleep well..."

After Olicia went to her room, I said goodnight to the children.

"Everyone did well today. See you in the morning."

"Good night."

"And don't come up to the second floor."

"Ah, yes sir."

After properly enforcing the rules, I went up to my room.

# # # # #

"Hey, Merylda."

Knightley, who had been staring at the ceiling with wide-open eyes, turned her head to the side.

"You know something about Professor Dian, don't you? You've been saying things about waiting for ten years and whatnot. But ten years would be right when Professor Dian went to Brunswell after the war ended, right?"

But there was no answer. Looking closely, Merylda was sound asleep.

She thought about waking her up but didn't want to disturb someone who was sleeping, so she turned to the other side.

"Sophie. You know something too, don't you? You told us that Professor Dian is actually a really bad person and that you're being held captive. What did you mean by that?"

However, Hindrasta was also silent. She was asleep.

I guess I'll have to ask again tomorrow.

But what if Professor Dian really was part of the Demon King Assassination Task Force?

That would be unbelievable.

The prestige of the Demon King Assassination Task Force was so great that Knightley had been hearing about their achievements since she was a child, to the point of nausea.

In the Empire, knowledge of them was considered basic education, and if you were ignorant of the Task Force's accomplishments, you'd be treated as uneducated.

Linus, Celine, Rormane, Kaiden.

But the name Dian wasn't among them.

Not in textbooks, statues, murals, or anywhere else.

If that's the case, it means someone intentionally controlled information about Professor Dian.

Only the Imperial Castle could do such a thing empire-wide.

But why would the Imperial Castle do that? For what purpose?

Perhaps there was an unknown conflict between Professor Dian and the Imperial Castle?

Come to think of it, it was strange that he went all the way to the neutral port of Brunswell.

Maybe he was exiled or banished.

But that doesn't make sense because, from what I've seen of Professor Dian's character, he's not the type to create extreme conflicts with anyone.

He's more likely to laugh things off and let them go...

There seems to be some complicated circumstances, but I can't even begin to imagine what they might be.

But is he really from that great Demon King Assassination Task Force?

It doesn't suit him at all...

# # # # #

The next day.

The children weren't visible on the first floor.

According to Olicia, they left early in the morning, saying they were going to the main building.

As I headed to the training ground alone, I thought about what needed to be done today.

The most important thing was to inform Ismera and Kirrin about Kaiden's cooperation with illusion magic and seek approval from the Imperial Castle.

Kaiden agreed to come directly to the Imperial Castle today, and we just needed to arrive on time.

The problem was that I hadn't made an appointment with the 2nd Princess beforehand. Well, I'll figure something out.

"Good morning, Professor!"

Just then, Professor Lina approached me with cheerful, bouncy steps.

She always seems to be in such a good mood.

"Welcome. You're early."

"The competition is coming up soon. We need to focus all the academy's resources on it."

Indeed, as Lina said, the competition is next week.

And after that, summer vacation.

It feels like I just left Brunswell at Linus's request, but already a whole semester has passed.

Time flies when you're busy.

"I saw the children at the main building earlier."

"What were they doing there?"

"They said they were going to Professor Kazador's workshop. Apparently, they commissioned something."

"They commissioned something from a dwarf? What on earth are they planning?"

"I don't know, but I guess it's something they need for the competition?"

Something needed for the competition. I wonder what it could be.

Some time later.

Hearing the children's noisy chatter from over there, I looked up to see Hindrasta carrying something.

"How is it, Sophie? Is it okay?"

"This isn't bad at all!"

And above Hindrasta's head, Merylda's head was bobbing up and down...? What is that?

"Merylda. How's the ride?"

"It's fine. Comfortable and nice. But I'm worried it might be hard for you."

"What?! What do you take me for!"

Then Hindrasta sprinted toward me at full speed. Consequently, Merylda's head bounced up and down.

"What is that?"

"Can't you tell by looking? It's a carrier."

What Hindrasta was carrying was a small A-frame carrier. Merylda was sitting on it, even wearing a safety belt.

To be precise, it wasn't exactly an A-frame but more like a rectangular hiking carrier that people use to carry small children on their backs.

"Did... Kazador make this for you?"

"Since Merylda can't keep up with us, I decided to just carry her. What do you think?"

"Carry her around? Is that going to work?"

Then Hindrasta ran to the wall of the infiltration training ground, stuck to it, and climbed up.

"Wow, Sophie really is strong."

Lina marveled at the sight.

As Hindrasta effortlessly scaled the wall with Merylda on her back, Knightley clapped her hands.

"Excellent, Sophie. You pass."

"What did I tell you? I said it was a good idea."

Watching Hindrasta take off the carrier with a grin, I asked, "Are you planning to take that to the competition? What if they don't allow it?"

"Ah, there's no need to worry about that."

Hindrasta began folding the carrier with a smug look.

"Oh, wait. Is this not right?"

"Let me help you."

With Merylda's help, the carrier folded neatly into something about the size of a dagger that could be carried in one hand.

Is that even possible? The dwarves' technology is truly remarkable.

"The security office won't think this will unfold into a carrier, right?"

The children ran excitedly to the training ground with the carrier.

And instead of doing their assigned training, they took turns riding the carrier, giggling and making a fuss.

Now they're finally acting like girls their age.

"I'll leave them to you. I'm going to see the Principal."

"Don't worry!"

With Lina seeing me off, I headed to the main building.

# # # # #

"Illusion magic, you say...?"

Kirrin nodded as she received my report.

"You went to the Illusion Magic Tower last night and sought cooperation from a mage there? What was the name again?"

"Kaiden."

"Kaiden... Could it be that Kaiden?"

"Yes, that Kaiden."

"I don't understand."

Ismera, who was sitting beside us, said, "You suddenly visited Mage Kaiden in the middle of the night, requested him to use illusion magic for the competition, and he agreed to it?"

"I went with Professor Orendi. If necessary, I can call her to testify."

"Hmm, I see."

"The distance from here to the Illusion Magic Tower is impossible to travel without a dimensional gate. And the children went with me and saw it too."

"The children? Did you take the children to the Illusion Magic Tower?"

"It was a good experience. It broadened their horizons."

"Alright. Let's say it's true that you met Mage Kaiden directly and sought his cooperation. But it's still strange."

"What is?"

"How did Professor Dian get Mage Kaiden's cooperation? Did you have some kind of relationship?"

"We've been friends since the war. I mentioned this before, but you didn't believe me."

At that, Ismera said no more and closed her mouth.

"So you're saying we need to inform the security office about this?" Kirrin asked with a somewhat tense tone.

"We should. We can't just do as we please, and we should suggest that the security office consider this good option."

"Won't they be upset?"

"What's there to be upset about? That we're overstepping? We're the Royal Military Academy. We're in a position to make such suggestions."

"Hmm, that's true. But how should we approach this..."

Kirrin scratched her head and glanced at me.

"Do I have to go?"

"This time, I'll go myself. I didn't inform the 2nd Princess beforehand. I'll take the blame instead."

It's better for me to be the uninvited guest than Kirrin.

With that, I headed to the Imperial Castle by carriage.
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Through the window, the tall spires of the Imperial Castle came into view.

Kaiden, dressed in a black robe, was waiting at the drawbridge entrance.

It's so hot I could die, why is he wearing a robe like that?

Yet as Kaiden climbed into the carriage, he wasn't sweating a single drop.

"Aren't you hot?"

"I'm fine. I've been using illusion magic to make myself feel like I'm in a refrigerator."

"But that's not real."

"It fools the five senses, though. If you believe you're not hot despite the heat, then you're not hot."

Is that really possible...?

"It's been a long time since I've been to the Imperial Castle. Almost nothing has changed."

"It's never been directly attacked, so there's been no need for repairs or rebuilding."

As we chatted, the guards at the drawbridge stopped our carriage.

"What brings you here?"

"We're here for an audience with the 2nd Princess."

"There are no scheduled visitors today. Who might you be?"

"I am Dian, Head Professor of Combat at the Imperial Special Mission Academy. This is Kaiden, a mage from the Illusion Magic Tower."

"Mage Kaiden...?"

The guard scrutinized Kaiden with suspicious eyes, then suddenly jumped in surprise.

"P-please wait a moment!"

The guard crossed the drawbridge and soon returned with someone of higher rank.

"You say you're Mage Kaiden? Do you have any identification...?"

When Kaiden extended his hand, a piece of paper appeared with a flash of light.

"Oh!"

The guard received it respectfully and exclaimed in surprise after reading it.

"Open the gates! Mage Kaiden has come to visit the Imperial Castle!"

The heavy gates opened, and our carriage slowly began to move.

"Wow, you've got quite the reputation."

"It's nothing special."

Kaiden took back the identification and burned it in his palm.

"Don't tell me that was fake?"

"The content was real, but the original is at the Magic Tower."

After crossing the drawbridge and disembarking in front of the main castle, we heard hurried footsteps approaching.

Several mages in black robes were rushing toward us.

"It really is Lord Kaiden!"

The mages couldn't hide their excitement after confirming Kaiden's face.

"Lord Kaiden! What brings you to the Imperial Castle?!"

"Perhaps you've decided to accept the Magic Department's offer?"

"This isn't the time. Let us escort you inside! Right now, the Head Mage..."

"No. I'm here on other business."

Kaiden raised his hand to stop the mages.

"I'm here to see the 2nd Princess with this gentleman."

"T-then please visit the Magic Department after your audience! Just for a quick tea with the Head Mage..."

"I'm afraid I won't have time. You'll just ask me to join the Magic Department again, and I've already given my answer many times."

"But..."

"Farewell."

Kaiden smiled, turned around, and entered the main castle.

"Hey, you there!"

Just as I was about to follow him, the mages called out to me from behind.

"Me?"

"You seem to be Lord Kaiden's assistant. When the audience is over, make sure to bring him to the Magic Department!"

"That's not possible. We're busy."

"Just for a moment! Even five minutes would be fine... Wait a minute..."

The mages' faces crumpled as they finally realized I was speaking informally to them.

"How dare an assistant speak so rudely to Imperial Castle mages?!"

"You spoke informally to me first. Besides, I'm..."

"Aaaaaah!?"

Suddenly, the mages screamed, cowered, and scattered in all directions.

"Professor Dian. Please come this way."

I turned to see Kaiden standing calmly inside the castle entrance, looking at me.

He must have used illusion magic on the mages.

Even Imperial Castle mages fall for his magic. This guy Kaiden is truly extraordinary.

"What did you show them?"

"I gave them a small taste of some of the things we've experienced."

"That's wicked."

"Indeed it is."

As we walked side by side down the corridor, passing ministers looked at us curiously, then panicked when they saw Kaiden.

"Lord Kaiden? What brings you here?"

"An audience with the 2nd Princess. Is she available?"

"She's not here at the moment. She has an external appointment..."

"Where did she go?"

"Well..."

When the ministers hesitated to answer and looked at me, Kaiden introduced me.

"This is the Head Professor of Combat at the Imperial Special Mission Academy. We've come to discuss the Security Office's competition with the 2nd Princess."

As he spoke, Kaiden wiggled a finger that peeked out from under his robe.

"The 2nd Princess is attending the Esto Trading Company's founding ceremony."

The ministers, as if entranced, revealed the 2nd Princess's whereabouts.

"Shall we head there, Professor Dian?"

"Are you sure this is okay?"

As we left the castle again, Kaiden chuckled softly.

"No one will notice."

"If you say so. I'm not sure."

"Kaideeeeeen!!"

Just as we exited the castle, an angry shout came from the distance.

Turning around, I saw a man in a black robe rushing toward us with terrifying momentum.

"You bastard!!"

"This is troublesome."

Kaiden slightly raised his hand, and a translucent wall rose from the ground, blocking the man.

The man's robe flashed with light as he fired a magic spell.

The attack magic, flying like a bullet, bounced off Kaiden's barrier and grazed one of the spires.

"Waaah!"

People scattered in all directions as bricks showered down into the courtyard.

"Remove this barrier right now?!"

The man pounded on the barrier with his fists, foaming at the mouth.

"When you come here, shouldn't you at least greet me before leaving?! Right? Isn't that right?!"

"I apologize, but I have a companion. We were just about to leave. Farewell."

"No! Come back! Please, just talk to me for a minute!"

"I will not join the Imperial Magic Department. I want to practice the magic I enjoy."

When Kaiden responded coldly, the man's expression turned pitiful.

"Kaiden. Is it because of that person? Huh? Are you trying to live like that person who left to do what they wanted?"

That person? I think I know who he's talking about.

"That was that person's business. You're a mage. A genius unmatched in the Empire. Talents like you should come to the Imperial Magic Department. Wasting your talent is a terrible deception and insult!"

"A minute has passed. I've heard what you had to say."

Kaiden smiled and turned away.

"Let's go, Professor Dian."

"R-right..."

"Kaiden! Stop! If you don't stop, I'll kill you!"

Despite the man's terrifying threat, Kaiden climbed into the carriage as if he hadn't heard anything.

"I don't care if you're a man or a woman! Join the Magic Department! Just stay by my side!"

The man screamed furiously, but Kaiden indifferently closed the carriage door.

"What was that all about?"

As we left the Imperial Castle, Kaiden smiled faintly.

"That's the Head Mage of the Imperial Castle. He's been trying desperately to bring me into the Magic Department."

"Is that so? But something seems..."

"Something seems not quite right? He's obsessed with me."

"Obsessed in what way?"

"He's trying to possess me."

"Hmm..."

It's natural for an organization's leader to want to recruit talented people.

But this clearly seemed to be about more than just that.

"Professor Dian."

Kaiden looked up at me and spoke.

"Most mages have some mental defect. It's from studying the incomprehensible realm of magic for too long."

Is that so? Orendi and Kaiden right in front of me seem normal enough.

"Of course, not all mages are mentally ill. But that Head Mage certainly is."

Kaiden stated matter-of-factly.

"At first, he approached me thinking I was a woman. Originally, he's so greedy for power that he never allows anyone more talented than himself into the Magic Department."

"Then he must have taken quite a liking to you. In a different sense."

"It's beyond normal that he's still so persistent even after I told him I'm a man."

To strangers, Kaiden looks completely feminine.

His mysterious narrow eyes, short hair, and flawlessly pale skin possess some quality that naturally evokes impure thoughts in observers.

That Head Mage must have fallen completely for Kaiden's strange charm.

He seems like the type who doesn't care whether someone is a man or woman as long as they're to his taste.

But no matter how pretty, I just can't with men...

"Well... that's something."

"Do you think so too, Professor Dian?"

Kaiden gave a slight eye-smile.

"I'm not sure exactly what you mean by that."

"By the way, the 2nd Princess seems to be quite busy with various public and private affairs these days."

Kaiden changed the subject.

"She's busy. She holds a core position in the Imperial Castle."

"True enough. She's even attending a trading company's founding ceremony that has little to do with security."

There was a sharp edge to Kaiden's words.

"What do you mean?"

"It seems the 2nd Princess may be planning to turn the Imperial Castle upside down soon."

"Turn it upside down?"

"She's not someone who will remain merely as the Security Office Director."

"Are you saying she's planning some kind of rebellion?"

But Kaiden didn't answer and instead cast a spell with a mysterious smile.

Suddenly, the 2nd Princess appeared opposite me, dressed in imperial clothing but covered in blood from head to toe.

"How grotesque. Remove it."

"I apologize."

Kaiden smiled and dispelled the illusion.

As Kaiden turned his gaze to the window, I thought about what he had just said.

A coup by the 2nd Princess. It's not surprising.

Born to a concubine and oppressed, she achieved unprecedented merit during the war and quickly rose to become the leader of the post-war powers.

She seized control of the Security Office by force and has steadily built her influence while ignoring others' attempts to check her power.

The Emperor is a coward, and his siblings have nothing to boast of except their bloodline.

In this situation, it doesn't make sense for the 2nd Princess to be satisfied with being the Security Office Director.

If she had been content with that position, she wouldn't have antagonized the legitimate power factions by forcibly taking over the Security Office.

I don't know when it will happen, but something will definitely break out.

Ch.97 - Fantasy Magic Tower (7)
I arrived at the venue where the Esto Trading Company's founding ceremony was being held.

It must be quite a large trading company, as the crowd was swarming like a festival was taking place.

"This is impressive."

"Indeed."

"Let's go in. The Princess will likely be seated at the front in the place of honor."

When the security guards blocking the entrance demanded invitations, Kaiden pulled out two invitation cards from inside his robe.

"You may enter."

The guards let us through without hesitation after seeing them.

That must be magic too.

If only I were a bit smarter, I could have become a mage as well.

"Kaiden. This way."

When Kaiden stumbled from being jostled by the crowd, I took the lead and grabbed his wrist to pull him along.

"I apologize, Dian. With the event in progress, it would be inappropriate to use magic here."

"That would cause trouble. Just follow me closely."

Despite my confident words, there were so many people that our progress toward the front row was painfully slow.

This is seriously no joke!

But no matter how large a trading company might be, it's still just a private business.

For a mere private company to invite the Second Princess, the Imperial Security Director and highest authority in the Imperial Castle, and for her to actually accept?

Suddenly, I recalled what Kaiden had said.

He mentioned that she was so busy attending events like trading company inaugurations that it seemed like the Imperial Castle would collapse.

Hmm... that's right...

"There she is."

Looking in the direction Kaiden pointed, I could see the Second Princess conversing with people.

Just like Ismera, she had a tall, slender figure with silky silver hair, and scars covering half her face.

It was such a distinctive combination of features that you could spot her immediately even if she were thrown into the middle of a battlefield with armies clashing around her.

"She seems to be having an important conversation. Let's wait a moment."

Following Kaiden's suggestion, we retreated to a corner and waited for the Princess to finish her conversation.

The Second Princess spoke with a smiling face, occasionally patting her conversation partners on the shoulder.

Every gesture and expression exuded an overwhelming presence befitting a princess of the nation.

Behind the Princess stood a young man wearing the Imperial Castle's formal attire, likely her personal adjutant.

I think he was the one who guided us when I came to the Imperial Castle with Linus before.

The adjutant was carefully surveying the surroundings as if providing security, and our eyes happened to meet.

After staring at my face intently, the adjutant whispered something to the Princess.

The Princess paused her conversation and turned her head toward me.

When I slightly bowed my head, the Princess smiled and gestured with her hand.

It seemed to mean that we should wait a moment.

"Let's wait. If you're bored, shall I perform some magic?"

Before I could answer, Kaiden had already cast an illusion spell.

"Professor Dian."

This time, Ismera and Kirrin appeared before me wearing something like string bikinis.

"Oh my, ahem!"

Kaiden quietly laughed and changed the illusion.

And this time it was Rormane...?!

"Hey, you...!"

"I'm sorry."

As Rormane disappeared, I unconsciously sighed and wiped my forehead.

It was because seeing Rormane's uniquely dull yet chilling eyes made cold sweat run down my back.

"I see you're still afraid of her."

"Of course I am. You are too."

"Yes, I am."

At that moment, the Second Princess walked toward us.

"Dian. What brings you here? And with Mage Kaiden as well?"

"Greetings, Your Highness."

When Kaiden greeted her, a somewhat mischievous smile appeared on the Princess's face.

"Have you met the Chief Mage of the Imperial Castle?"

"I have. Seeing him after so long, I was overwhelmed with joy."

"I can imagine. So, what brings you two here?"

"I've come to make a suggestion regarding the competition, taking the liberty to seek your audience."

"Hmm, I see. The competition. Tell me."

"Let's use illusion magic for the competition."

When the Princess gave him a questioning look, Kaiden cast a spell.

Immediately, our surroundings transformed into a dark corridor of some facility.

"What is this?!"

As the startled adjutant grabbed his sword hilt, the Princess stopped him.

"It's illusion magic. Be at ease."

After seeing the background that was indistinguishable from reality and a virtual guard standing with his back to us, the Princess nodded.

"I understand. Adjutant. Your sword."

Taking the sword from her adjutant, the Princess walked forward with clicking steps and beheaded the guard without hesitation.

As the head fell and blood exploded like a fountain, a look of satisfaction appeared on the Princess's face.

"Remarkably realistic."

"Indeed. How about using illusion magic instead of straw dummies, Your Highness? Kaiden has also agreed to help."

"Not bad. No, I quite like it."

The Princess handed the sword back to her adjutant and looked at Kaiden.

"Lord Kaiden."

"Yes, Your Highness."

"I recall sending several messages to you from the Imperial Castle."

"That did happen."

"You didn't respond with even a single word then, yet now you've suddenly come out of the Magic Tower. May I ask why?"

"Because Dian requested it."

The Princess's half-smile widened at Kaiden's straightforward answer.

"I see. You seem to hold quite special feelings for Dian."

"We've overcome hardships and adversities together. And Dian is also my savior who led me back to the world."

"Indeed. If that's the case, it's only natural to help, putting everything else aside."

Kaiden answered with a slight bow of his head.

"I approve the implementation of illusion magic for the competition. And while we're at it, what do you think about transforming the entire evaluation venue with illusion magic?"

"That's possible."

"Good, Lord Kaiden. Let's do that. Although it came through Dian, I appreciate you helping the Imperial Castle now, regardless."

"I'm helping Dian, not the Imperial Castle. Once the competition ends, I'll return to the Magic Tower."

"Haha. As you wish."

The adjutant showed signs of discomfort at Kaiden's somewhat bold response.

However, the Second Princess showed no reaction and simply smiled.

# # # # #

After Dian and Kaiden left, the adjutant whispered to the Second Princess.

"Your Majesty. Is this acceptable?"

"What concerns you?"

"Mage Kaiden. Until now, he's been hiding in the Magic Tower, never responding to the Imperial Castle's summons, yet he suddenly appears."

"It's fine. Kaiden is someone who has no interest in anything but magic."

"Then why would such a person involve himself in matters outside of magic...?"

"You heard him. It's because of Dian."

The Second Princess said, watching Dian walk away.

"Dian is a member of the Demon King Assassination Task Force. So is Kaiden. Having entrusted their lives to each other, he can grant such requests."

"I see..."

"That's also why Dian, who disappeared for ten years, willingly became an Academy professor at Lord Linus's request."

"How curious indeed."

"What is?"

The adjutant spoke with a contemplative expression.

"During the war, numerous special task forces were active, but most didn't end well. They were annihilated or driven to extreme situations, becoming worse than strangers to each other. Yet for some reason, Lord Linus's Demon King Assassination Task Force maintains an amazingly strong mutual trust."

"I wonder about that too. Let's go now."

The Princess and her adjutant left the venue, fending off people who were trying to approach them just to make their presence known.

# # # # #

"Wooooow! This is amaaaazing!!"

Kirrin, her ears standing straight up, was making a commotion with her strange shrieks.

"Oh my goodness! What on earth can't Dian accomplish when he sets his mind to it?! This works perfectly! That works perfectly! Everything works perfectly! Everything just clicks!"

"Please stop, Principal. Let's maintain some dignity."

At that, Kirrin drooped her ears and glanced sideways at Ismera sitting beside her.

Right now, instead of killing Kirrin with her glare, Ismera was staring at the table with empty, hollow eyes.

It's probably because I confidently went and successfully got approval from the Second Princess.

"The competition is tomorrow, right? So I had an idea."

Kirrin said, watching Ismera's reaction.

"To cheer everyone up, I'd like to treat the kids to something delicious tonight. Would that be okay?"

"That's fine. But let's eat at home instead of going out. It would be terrible if something happened while we were out."

"Ah, right, right. Then I'll come to your house, Dian. I'll bring various things. Will Professor Ismera... be there too?"

But Ismera didn't answer. It seemed she hadn't heard rather than ignoring the question.

"Yes. Professor Ismera will be there. She's always at our house at that time."

"Oh, really...? Even... in the evening...?"

Kirrin stammered slightly, appearing somewhat flustered.

"Hmm, I wonder why Professor Ismera would be at Dian's house in the evening..."

"She's there to supervise the students' evening study sessions. What are you thinking? She doesn't sleep there, you know?"

"What? Oh, um. That's a relief then."

I don't know what's such a relief, really. How clueless.

"By the way, isn't that mage Kaiden coming?"

"He went back to the Magic Tower."

"Why? I wanted to treat him too."

"That would be unfair to the others. And he's also shy."

"I see... Well, can't be helped. Let's eat together, just us. It's a party, a party!"

The Dark Elf was all smiles, while the Pure-blood Elf looked like a rotten leaf.

What a rare sight indeed.

Ch.98 - Contest (1)
However, unfortunately, Kirrin's "Let's all do our best!" encouragement party for the competition never materialized.

It was due to Knightley's strong opposition.

"The competition starts tomorrow. Isn't it inappropriate to have a big meal right before?"

"Knightley's right. If something goes wrong and someone gets an upset stomach, everything would be ruined."

After hearing Merylda's comment, it certainly made sense.

Even athletes don't eat special foods before important competitions; they just stick to their routine and have simple meals.

That's right.

"The Principal was extremely disappointed," said Olicia, who had gone to deliver the message to Kirrin.

"When I went to the Principal's office, she was wearing a beautiful dress and had styled her hair."

"This isn't some noble's party. Why would she prepare so extravagantly by herself?"

"It's not about what kind of event it is, but who you're sharing it with. We're the representatives for the competition."

Olicia added, "Let's invite the Principal after the competition is over. I'll prepare everything properly."

"Sure. Let's do that."

In the end, the party was canceled. Tonight we had our usual simple dinner.

Perhaps because the competition was tomorrow, Knightley was extremely nervous.

It was completely opposite to her usual confident attitude.

She kept tapping the table, chewing her lips—quite distracting.

I understand why, though.

Top students always worry about not getting perfect scores on tests, and they cry and make a fuss if they miss even one question during preliminary grading.

Meanwhile, Hindrasta was acting as if tomorrow's competition meant nothing to her.

"Ah, the day before, you just rest and do nothing. Don't want to risk injury by overdoing it."

She's just lying on the sofa, scratching her belly. Maybe that's normal for a dragon.

Perhaps human competitions are meaningless and insignificant to dragons.

Despite that attitude, Hindrasta had trained quite diligently.

It was Hindrasta who came up with the idea of carrying the slow-moving Merylda on equipment and who approached Kazador.

"If we don't get first place in this competition, you'll try to kill me, right? Aaah!"

That's Hindrasta's reason for working hard.

Meanwhile, Merylda appears extremely calm on the outside.

It might be her usual personality, or perhaps her confidence in her field.

For infiltration, she gets help from Hindrasta, and killing people isn't her job anyway.

Well, it's better than trembling with nervousness.

But as for Ismera...

"Haah..."

Sitting at the table, Ismera sighed shakily while explaining something to the students.

After dinner, we were making final preparations for the expected questions tomorrow.

Everything was related to intelligence gathering. We decided to rest from combat training in the afternoon.

"Sorry... where was I..."

Completely haggard, Ismera forced a smile with her dark-circled eyes.

During the month-long preparation period, Ismera taught the children at my house every day.

Ismera's daily routine was as follows:

Arrive at the house around when the children finish lunch, teach until before dinner.

While the children do afternoon physical training, she reviews the lesson content and prepares for evening study.

While the children wash up and eat dinner, she sits in a corner, constantly checking books and preparing materials.

For dinner, she only nibbles on the salad Olicia prepares.

Then she teaches the children until almost midnight before returning to headquarters alone.

According to other professors, the light in Ismera's office stays on until early morning.

She probably gets a little sleep from morning until before lunch.

After repeating this for a month, how could she not be exhausted?

Moreover, this competition is extremely important to Ismera.

It's an opportunity to prove her abilities.

Until now, she's had terrible luck and has been overshadowed by me, but this time is different.

If the children win first place, she won't be overshadowed and will receive recognition as a co-supervisor.

It's a matter of life and death for Ismera.

I also want Ismera to receive recognition, and if possible, I'd like her to become the Principal.

Ismera is a smart and capable elf. If she became Principal, she would develop the academy far better than Kirrin or I could.

But various complicated factors beyond Ismera's control make it difficult right now.

Later, if we win first place in the competition, I should formally recommend Ismera to the 2nd Princess.

"Oh! She's bleeding!"

Suddenly, Hindrasta shrieked.

Looking back, I saw Ismera hastily tilting her head back, covering both her nose and mouth with her hand.

Blood drops had fallen on the question paper she was looking at, and blood was now streaming down her cheek.

Olicia quickly brought tissues, and I straightened Ismera's head.

"Blood could enter your airway. Let's stop the bleeding like this."

"Please remove your hand."

After I took my hand off her head, Ismera accepted the tissue and plugged her nose.

"Let's stop here for today. Tomorrow is the competition, so everyone should go to bed early."

Ismera silently nodded at my suggestion.

Her complexion is extremely pale, even though she didn't lose much blood.

Now that I look closely, her hair is severely disheveled, as if she hasn't washed it for days.

But due to her pure-elf characteristics, there's no bad odor—only a fresh grass scent.

As far as I know, elves don't even have the concept of bathing regularly.

That's because they don't produce body odor at all.

Back when we rescued prisoners captured by the Demon King's army.

The human and dwarf prisoners who had been imprisoned for a long time smelled rotten, but the elf prisoners smelled clean and fresh as if they had bathed that morning.

That's truly enviable.

"Everyone rest."

After her nosebleed stopped, Professor Ismera gathered her bag and stood up.

"Shall I escort you?"

"No need."

Ismera flatly rejected my offer, but as she turned, she lost her balance and staggered.

When I hurried to support her, she pushed my hand away and leaned against the wall, squeezing her eyes shut. She seemed to be experiencing severe dizziness.

"Professor, why don't you sleep here? We all have to go together tomorrow anyway."

"I said no."

Ismera left the house, struggling to push herself off the wall, walking unsteadily.

"Professor, I'll go with her and come back."

Merylda, who had been watching with concern, volunteered, so I told her to go ahead.

After Ismera left, we prepared for bed.

We needed to go to the venue early tomorrow morning.

Knightley, nervous, frantically flipped through the summary notes Ismera had prepared while shaking her legs, and Hindrasta lay askew, looking up at me upside down.

"We'll be having a funeral soon."

"What are you talking about?"

"That elf."

Hindrasta pointed with her chin toward the door Ismera had left through long ago.

"She looks like she's about to die. The shadow of death has fallen over her face."

"She's just sleep-deprived from teaching you all. And it's not the shadow of death, it's called dark circles."

"What's that? Anyway, if we leave her like that, she might die soon. Pointy-ears are only hardy in forests; they're weak outside and die quickly."

"If you're so worried, win first place in the competition and give that elf some relief."

"Is there anyone else who could win first place besides us?"

"We'll see tomorrow. Go to sleep now. Knightley, you too."

After forcibly pulling Knightley away from the table, I went outside.

I wanted to wait for Merylda, who had gone to see Ismera off.

As I paced in front of the house, I soon saw Merylda walking back from the distance.

"How was it? Did Professor Ismera get home safely?"

"Yes. She said she was going to headquarters, but I forced her into the dormitory instead."

"Well done. Let's go inside."

"Um, Professor."

Just as I was opening the door, Merylda called from behind me.

"What?"

"After the competition, should I take private lessons from Professor Ismera?"

"That's for you to decide, but I'd like you to."

"I think that would be best. I'm more suited for theory than combat."

"Students like you are more valuable to the Empire in support roles than in the field."

"And it would be good for Professor Ismera too."

Merylda nodded.

"Professor Ismera cried a lot earlier."

"She cried?"

"She begged us to win first place in the competition, and afterward, she asked me to become her private student."

"I see..."

To show tears in front of a student...

She must be extremely vulnerable from sleep deprivation and excessive pressure over the past month.

I really need to do something after the competition ends.

# # # # #

The next morning, before dawn.

We left the academy in a carriage before sunrise.

Since the carriage seated four, Ismera and the children rode in the passenger compartment while I took the reins myself.

By the time the sun rose and cleared the morning fog, we arrived at the assembly point.

The competition venue wasn't the Imperial Castle but the Territorial Defense Command.

Wait, is the commander still that person from back then?

Besides us, carriages participating in the competition were already lined up from the command's main gate.

Looking at the emblems and flags on the carriages indicating their affiliations, there was quite a variety of participants.

Various academies scattered throughout the Empire, military academies, mercenary corps, adventurer guilds, noble private armies, and more.

The scale varied greatly too.

Some rode in roofless carts pulled by donkeys, others in luxurious six-horse carriages, and some in tall, massive cargo wagons like those desert tribes might use to transport their entire wealth.

Over there, as expected, were the Reblanc Mercenary Corps.

Instead of carriages, the mercenaries had come on individual war horses and were smoking tobacco away from the line, acting arrogantly.

Judging by their physiques and equipment, they weren't small fry—they seemed to have sent their most veteran members who still met the age restrictions.

Just then, the command's main gate opened, and entry began.

Ch.99 - Contest (2)
The Capital Defense Command Headquarters is hardly an appropriate venue for a competition.

While the grounds are quite large, there are no special training facilities where all these representative teams can be evaluated.

Most areas are likely off-limits due to security concerns, and buildings with free access seem... well, there don't appear to be any.

However, the size of the actual evaluation venue probably isn't an important issue for this competition.

That's because of the person standing at the main entrance.

Most people walked past him without a second glance, but some were startled or whispered among themselves.

The reason? The person standing at the entrance was Kaiden, the mage from the Demon King Assassination Task Force.

"Master Dian."

As our carriage passed through the main gate, Kaiden walked slowly alongside it and greeted me.

"Hello, Kaiden. Is everything ready?"

"Yes. Everything is perfect. Participants will enter a sealed room for evaluation."

Illusion magic in a sealed room. Completely like VR.

"Any issues with the 2nd Princess?"

"There were various matters, but nothing major."

"That's good. See you later then."

Following directions, I parted ways with Kaiden and headed to the parade ground being used as a parking area.

I expected Ismera to pounce on me the moment the carriage stopped.

It was obvious she'd interrogate me about how I knew someone from the Demon King Assassination Task Force after seeing me talk with Kaiden.

Yet for some reason, I didn't hear Ismera's typically venomous voice.

When I opened the door, I found Ismera completely passed out, her head leaning against the wall.

"She fell asleep while we were waiting at the entrance just now."

When Merylda shook her shoulder, Ismera drowsily opened her eyes and suddenly straightened her back.

"Are we here?!"

"We're inside the headquarters."

"Oh my..."

Ismera rubbed her face with her hands and got out of the carriage. She must be extremely tired.

We entered an auxiliary building of the headquarters along with other participants.

"Really, all sorts of riffraff have gathered here."

Hindrasta clicked her tongue at the sight of the bustling crowd.

As Hindrasta said, the area was completely like a marketplace.

From young academy students to mercenaries, the place was chaotic with regional dialects from all over the Empire, rough cursing, and laughter.

Merylda practically clung to me to avoid being pushed around by people.

Knightley kept her nose buried in the small summary booklet Ismera had given her, despite constantly bumping shoulders with others.

Ismera, on the other hand, seemed to have reached peak fatigue just as the decisive moment arrived, and kept getting separated from us in the crowd.

So I had no choice but to grab her wrist and pull her along.

"Let go of me!"

"If I let go, you'll get pushed away again. I don't want to waste energy here."

Ismera had no choice but to let me drag her by the wrist.

"Wait, wait! Over there!"

Just then, a commotion broke out from the other side.

I could see armed individuals pushing people aside roughly as they approached us. They were Reblanc mercenaries.

"You there! Aren't you Sophie?!"

They must have spotted the bright pink hair visible even through the crowd.

"Long time no see."

When Hindrasta greeted them with an indifferent expression, the mercenaries looked her up and down with disbelief.

"You, what the hell are you wearing?"

"What do you mean? What's wrong with this?"

Hindrasta looked down at her academy infiltration practice uniform.

"We heard you suddenly abandoned your mission and ran off to the academy, and now you're at the competition as an academy student?"

"Traitor to the mercenary corps!"

"Do you think the captain will let you get away with this?!"

As the mercenaries shouted, Hindrasta rubbed her ear.

"For fuck's sake, my ears work fine, so stop yelling."

"Sophie! What the hell are you trying to do? Huh?!"

"What am I trying to do? And since I've run into you guys, I have a favor. Find my money and send it to the academy."

At Hindrasta's words, the mercenaries flinched and looked at each other.

"Money...? What money...?"

"Money, you bastards. The shiny stuff that makes you fearless when you have it. Wait a minute."

Hindrasta's face turned cold as she saw the mercenaries' expressions.

"Don't tell me you spent it all?"

"W-we didn't spend it..."

"Then was it the captain? Where is he?!"

Before Hindrasta could finish speaking, the mercenaries fled, tripping over each other.

"My money! What happened to my money?!"

I grabbed Hindrasta's shoulder as she tried to chase after them.

"The competition is starting. We'll sort out the money after it's over."

"Ah, those bastards probably spent it all, treating it like ownerless money..."

"Even if they spent it, the Reblanc Mercenary Corps still exists, so you can get it back later. Let's focus on the competition first."

"Damn, that was all my savings..."

"I'll help you."

"Sigh..."

Hindrasta moved along with a regretful expression.

Just then, murmuring sounds came from the opposite direction.

Turning around, I saw something black protruding above the crowd.

A tall figure, at least a head taller than an average human, with pitch-black skin.

A cold expression that suggested they hadn't shed a single tear even at birth, and a chilling atmosphere that slowly permeated the area.

A Dark Elf.

This was a pure-blooded Dark Elf. A sentient race that sided with the Demon King's army during the Four-Year War.

Their appearance was completely different from Kirrin, who was half-human.

"How dare you come here!"

Angry shouts erupted from the crowd at the Dark Elf's appearance.

"Get out before we kill you!"

"Traitors of the continent!"

The atmosphere was so hostile that murder seemed imminent.

It was so menacing that even Ismera pressed closer to me.

However, the Dark Elves showed no particular reaction, merely scanning the faces of those who hurled insults at them with their red eyes.

Surprisingly, this simple action was enough to quiet the commotion.

People who had been cursing suddenly fell silent when they made eye contact with the Dark Elves.

Dark Elves are unrivaled assassins. It wouldn't be an exaggeration to say the entire race was created by the gods for assassination.

The fear that those who caught their attention might not survive the night wasn't an unfounded concern.

Of course, that wouldn't happen.

The fact that they passed through the main gate meant these Dark Elves belonged to the Nemara Clan.

The Nemara Clan was the only one that turned against the Demon King's army and sided with the human alliance during the war, and they were pardoned by the Emperor's decree.

Having received a pardon, they wouldn't risk it by slitting the throats of people who insulted them.

"Refrain from threats and insults! These individuals are from the Nemara Clan!"

As expected, a security official appeared and shouted.

"The Nemara Clan has been pardoned by His Imperial Majesty! Any harm done to them will be considered a violation of the imperial decree!"

"This is bullshit."

Someone quietly clicked their tongue at those words.

"Damn. So they're imperial benefactors now? If you betray once and then betray again, does the Emperor personally protect you?"

"Why did we risk our lives fighting then? Apparently, we could have just joined the Demon King's army and then switched sides to survive!"

As tensions flared again, the security official hurriedly led the Dark Elves inside.

"Wow, they really look fierce. Our principal is more like a cute, gentle puppy in comparison."

"I know. I've only heard that pure-bloods look different, but this is my first time seeing them in person."

Knightley and Hindrasta each shared their impressions of the pure-blooded Dark Elves.

After the Dark Elves' quick exit, people continued entering the building.

The interior was a massive auditorium with booths separated by partitions for each participating team.

Going to the booth marked "Imperial Special Mission Academy," I found chairs for resting and simple refreshments, showing meticulous preparation.

The government certainly spares no expense, whether in my previous life or here.

[Would the representative or escort from each group please come up to the platform!]

As a voice magically resonated throughout the auditorium, I went up to the platform.

On the platform, participants received a brief explanation of how the competition would proceed.

Illusion magic in sealed rooms would recreate identical environments.

Each representative team would experience the same illusion magic, and every move would be observed and evaluated by a panel of experts.

There was nothing special about it since we had already received this information in the official document.

I returned to our booth and repeated the information to the children.

"Nothing special. Let's get this over with quickly."

Hindrasta stretched her legs out, showing off.

Knightley was also warming up while continuing to review Ismera's final summary.

Merylda was also composing herself with breathing exercises.

And what was Ismera doing? Oh dear.

"We have to win first place. We have to win first place..."

She was muttering to herself while pacing near the booth entrance.

"Professor. Stop that and sit down here. You're not a shaman—muttering like that won't make it happen."

Ismera obediently came toward me.

But it wasn't because she was listening to me.

It was because a dark shadow suddenly appeared at the booth entrance.

Three Dark Elves.

Ismera had retreated inward as if fleeing from the Dark Elves.

"Gasp?!"

"Oh my god!!!"

"What the fuck, you crazy black bastards!"

Knightley and Merylda hid behind my back in shock, while Hindrasta growled and stepped forward, which I restrained.

"Professor. Come this way."

However, Professor Ismera, completely frozen in front of the Dark Elves, seemed unable to hear me calling.

"Professor!"

When I grabbed her waist and pulled, Ismera unconsciously nestled into my arms.

Her body was trembling slightly, apparently completely terrified by the Dark Elves' presence.

Regardless, the Dark Elves silently scanned the inside of the booth with their eyes before slowly speaking.

"Where is Kirrin?"
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Let me take a look.

A hulking figure with a build rivaling an orc.

One who appears extremely agile, and a muscular woman whose physique couldn't be hidden by clothes.

Black skin far darker than Kirrin's, piercing red eyes, and expressionless faces devoid of any emotion.

Definitely pure-blooded Dark Elves. Linus and I killed quite a few of them around the Black Swamp area.

We set up a counter-ambush when dozens of them bypassed the Human Alliance's defensive line and infiltrated in groups.

Come to think of it, were some Nemara Clan members mixed in back then?

This was well before the Emperor assassination attempt, so perhaps they were.

"Kirrin hasn't come."

As I was lost in memories of the past, one of the Dark Elves asked again in an utterly monotonous voice that suggested nothing in this world held any interest.

"Before asking about Kirrin's whereabouts..."

"Shouldn't you first apologize for barging in unannounced and introduce yourselves? Isn't that the proper order?"

Hindrasta cut me off before I could finish.

The woman standing in front looked at Hindrasta with emotionless eyes and slightly bowed her head.

"We are Kirrin's siblings."

"The Principal's siblings?"

Everyone was shocked. Did Kirrin have siblings?

Well, it's not actually strange.

Dark Elves and Elves don't have the concept of "family" but only "clan."

Elves have a matriarchal society where only mothers exist, and fathers are unknown.

When male Elves reach adulthood, they all leave the forest and wander the continent, entering nearby forests to father children.

Babies born this way are raised communally by the mothers, making everyone siblings.

Dark Elves, on the other hand, have a patriarchal society with polygamy.

There's a clan leader with multiple wives, and child-rearing is similarly communal.

So those of similar age within a clan are essentially all siblings.

"We were thinking about our younger sibling working hard in the human world, and when we heard Kirrin's Academy students were participating in this competition, we came hoping to see her face."

"I see. The Principal isn't here."

"She hasn't arrived yet?"

"No. She's not coming today."

That's not a lie.

Kirrin is busy with Academy business and isn't sure if she can make it.

Besides, since the evaluation uses illusion magic, there's no real need for Kirrin to come cheer them on.

So I told her not to come unless necessary and just reward the students later if they win.

"If you have a message for her, you can tell me."

"If we meet her later, we'll tell her directly. Well then."

As the Dark Elves left, the students emerged from behind me with sighs of relief.

The booth seems much brighter now, though that might just be my imagination.

"What the hell?!"

Ismera, who had been clinging to me until then, jumped back in surprise and pushed me away.

"Who were those Dark Elves? Are they participating in the competition too?"

Merylda asked, watching the Dark Elves disappear between the booths.

"Probably. The number matches, and more importantly, if they were allowed through the main gate, that must be why."

"True, even if they're a pardoned clan after the war, they couldn't enter a military base without reason."

I hadn't expected Dark Elves to participate in the competition.

I don't know about the other teams, but Dark Elves as a race specialize in assassination.

Even Kirrin, who's mixed-blood, can leap two stories in a single bound and handles throwing knives almost instinctively—pure-bloods must be even more formidable.

An unexpected obstacle has appeared...

# # # # #

The final verification of participating teams was completed, and all preliminary procedures were finished.

Now only the main event remained.

Knightley's lips trembled with tension, while Merylda closed her eyes and took deep breaths with her hands clasped together.

Hindrasta was munching on snacks provided by the organizers, and Ismera kept stroking the students' heads and massaging their shoulders.

"You can do this. I believe in you."

Yet Ismera's hands were trembling uncontrollably.

[Announcement to all participants]

A magically amplified voice echoed throughout the auditorium.

[The following is the evaluation scenario prepared by the organizers. The details of this competition's evaluation scenario are as follows]

Then, the general content of the virtual scenario the students would face was clearly communicated.

To summarize: "Infiltrate a facility equipped with various traps and detection magic defenses to steal important documents."

Additional details included available allied forces, weather conditions, terrain, and other specifics.

But the more I listen to this... it sounds increasingly familiar...?

Wait, what is this...?

"Professor, this seems much harder than expected...?"

Knightley turned to me with a worried face.

But I had no time to answer Knightley.

Something was about to click in my mind.

"Professor! What should we do? We need to form a strategy quickly!"

"Be quiet, Knightley. The professor seems to be thinking."

"What's there to think about now? We just need to do it."

Wait, wait... There must be something similar among the operations we've run...

Ah. Well, well. That Kaiden...

"Everyone gather around. I'm going to lay out the strategy."

I explained to the students the situations they would face and how to respond at each phase.

"Wait, Professor. Is this for real?"

Ismera, who had been listening beside me, interrupted.

"What?"

"You're explaining with almost script-level detail. Is this really accurate? If anything goes differently, the children will be confused."

"It will probably unfold exactly like this."

"Based on what?"

"I've done it before."

"What...?"

[The evaluation will begin shortly. Each team please prepare]

Just then, an announcement indicated the competition was about to start.

"There's no time to explain everything. Just do as I said, understood?"

"What if it's not like that?"

"Then you'll have to solve it yourselves based on what Professor Ismera and I have taught you."

Another announcement came, calling each participating team one by one, and people from each booth left the auditorium in turn.

[Imperial Special Mission Academy. Knightley and 2 others]

"We'll be going now."

Professor Ismera and I escorted the students to the exit.

"Professor Dian."

As I was about to return to the auditorium to escape the hot sun, Professor Ismera called me.

"What you just told the kids. Are you sure about that?"

"Most of it should be correct. Don't worry too much. Even if it's different, the kids will manage well."

"I see..."

Still looking unconvinced, Ismera nodded and asked.

"But how do you know all this?"

"I fought the exact same battle during the war. Not a battle, but a mission. I mentioned before that I was part of a special task force, right?"

"I remember."

"That's what this is."

The evaluation scenario the students are about to face is one of the missions we carried out in the Demon King Assassination Task Force.

While many of the Task Force's achievements are already well-known, this was an extremely sensitive operation that has never been publicly disclosed.

So among everyone gathered here, only Kaiden and I know the full details.

That Kaiden... even so... for an empire-wide competition...

Well, verbal coaching doesn't guarantee success.

In the end, the students' skills will determine the final outcome.

"Anyway, it's over now."

I stretched and spoke.

"The kids have gone in, and there's nothing more for us to do. Thank you for all your hard work this past month."

"I'm going in first..."

Ismera went back inside with an extremely tired face.

After lingering for a moment, I headed to the evaluation area, wondering if I could watch the students' assessment.

Officials guarding the entrance blocked me, but fortunately, Kaiden appeared from inside.

"Let that person through."

At Kaiden's words, those blocking me immediately stepped aside. The influence of a Hero's Party member is impressive.

"Have you come to look around the evaluation area?"

"Yes."

"This way."

As soon as I followed Kaiden inside, screams came from the evaluation chambers.

"Aaaagh! Is he dead?! Did I kill someone?!"

"This can't be happening! No! Get away! Kyaaaah!"

From another room, Academy students who had just finished their evaluation were emerging.

All were drenched in sweat, and they seemed completely disoriented from the shock.

Kaiden's illusion magic is so realistic it's hard to distinguish from reality, making it difficult for most people to endure their first encounter.

That's why mercenaries with actual killing experience might perform better than formal Academy students, despite having less education.

"How mischievous. Recreating our exact operation."

As we walked down the corridor, Kaiden smiled faintly.

"I judged it perfectly appropriate for testing their qualifications."

"Did the 2nd Princess approve this?"

"Yes. It seems the current Security Office cannot do anything without going through the 2nd Princess. It's like seeing the goddess Banpasha."

The goddess Banpasha is a deity of destruction who wields hundreds of blades with hundreds of arms.

Hated by the creator deity and cast down to earth, she instead grew stronger and eventually slaughters everything on the final day—a rather common narrative.

It's very similar to the situation of the 2nd Princess, an illegitimate child who commands the Security Office and its subordinate organizations while sharpening her knives.

And Kaiden rarely speaks unnecessarily.

His specific comparison of the 2nd Princess to Banpasha suggests that during these past few days of competition preparation, he's already analyzed the imperial situation and is indirectly expressing that the 2nd Princess will eventually stage a coup like Banpasha.

So it will happen someday.

After touring the evaluation area, Kaiden suggested we take a walk.

"The Capital Defense Command is famous for its landscaping. What do you think?"

"Sure. Sounds good."

After walking for a while among the beautifully arranged garden trees, something occurred to me and I asked Kaiden.

"By the way, I'm curious about something. Did the 2nd Princess set any separate conditions with you in exchange for accepting my proposal to use illusion magic?"

"As expected of you, Sir Dian."

"What condition? Did she ask you to join the Magic Department?"

"No. She asked me to become the Head Professor of Theory at the Special Mission Academy."
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"Head Professor of Theory?"

As I stopped walking, Kaiden, who had gone a few steps ahead, belatedly stopped and turned to look at me.

"You can't go to the Department of Combat."

"No, that's not what I meant. Why specifically the Head Professor position?"

"Academy students don't learn magic, do they?"

This guy Kaiden, he knows exactly what I'm asking but keeps giving literal answers.

"What I mean is, there's already a Head Professor of Theory, so why are they trying to put you in that position?"

"You mean the elf professor?"

Kaiden gave a faint smile.

"I'm sure you already know why the 2nd Princess has set such conditions."

"Well. I'd like to hear it directly from your clever mouth."

"Is that so? Very well. If you insist."

Kaiden slightly bowed his head and said:

"After the war, Linus served in the highest position in the Imperial Castle as Captain of the Guard, then moved to the Security Office a few years ago."

"That's right."

"And recently, by the 2nd Princess's order, he was almost appointed as Principal of the Special Mission Academy. However, due to childcare and family matters, after various processes, it was settled with you, Dian, becoming the Head Professor of Combat."

"Those are all known facts. So?"

"Why do you think the 2nd Princess tried to appoint Linus as Principal of the Special Mission Academy?"

Kaiden asked with a smile that reached his eyes.

"Even though Linus is too accomplished to remain merely as an Academy Principal."

"Obviously to keep the Hero under her control."

"Exactly. Since the Special Mission Academy is under the Security Office's jurisdiction. It was to ensure she had someone as powerful as Linus firmly on her side. And the same applies to you."

"Since I was part of the Demon King Assassination Task Force, I'd make a good replacement for Linus, is that it?"

"Correct. The same goes for me as well."

Kaiden placed his delicate hand on his chest.

"However, since the current Principal, Kirrin Nemara, is under the Emperor's protection, they're offering professor positions instead. But as members of the Demon King Assassination Task Force, not just regular professors but Head Professors. You as Head Professor of Combat, and me as Head Professor of Theory. A picture the 2nd Princess would appreciate."

"I suppose so."

"If I become the Head Professor of Theory, it would be almost the same as the 2nd Princess gaining control over the entire Demon King Assassination Task Force. Except for Celine, who's focused on childcare, and Rormane, who's tied to the Order, the remaining three would all be under the shadow of the Security Office."

Nothing particularly surprising. I could have guessed this much myself.

"And what does the 2nd Princess gain from this?"

"She would have a weapon at her waist that serves as both a solid deterrent that others wouldn't dare challenge, and a destructive force in times of need."

"What, are you saying she wants to use us for a coup?"

"If not that, then why would she go to such lengths? Or at the very least, she might be trying to preemptively remove potential obstacles to a coup."

"Hmm, I see... She wants to use us as chess pieces. She's choosing a difficult path. If she just focused on her own abilities, she could take the throne easily."

Kaiden smiled in agreement.

"Perhaps it's because she didn't have direct experience with us during the war."

"I hate being someone else's pawn. And Linus feels the same way. The 2nd Princess seems to be seriously mistaken."

"She'll realize it eventually."

"Indeed. But that's not the issue here."

I pointed at Kaiden.

"Are you seriously considering becoming the Head Professor of Theory?"

"I haven't given a definite answer, but I find it quite an attractive offer."

"Don't do it."

At my words, Kaiden slightly opened his narrowed eyes.

"What do you mean?"

"The current Head Professor of Theory is a capable and diligent person. It doesn't seem right for them to be driven out because of some high-ranking official's sinister plan."

"But I would be the one taking that position. I'd be at the same academy as you, Dian."

"Of course I'd like having you nearby. But that's a separate issue."

Kaiden tilted his head slightly as if he didn't quite understand.

His neat bob haircut swayed gracefully with the movement.

"If you like having me nearby, why are you rejecting a plan that would allow that?"

"I already told you."

"Yes, you did. That it would be unfair treatment to the current Head Professor of Theory. But this is the 2nd Princess's decision."

"Then I'll personally express my opposition to the 2nd Princess. This is absurd."

After looking at me for a moment, Kaiden asked:

"The Head Professor of Theory who came with you is a pure-blooded elf, right? Do you have some special relationship with them?"

"What? No? How could that be? That person hates me enough to want me dead."

"I see. Then why are you defending that elf?"

"Because it's unfair! Think about it. What if the 2nd Princess brought in another magician and suddenly kicked you out of the Illusion Magic Tower? And then it turned out there was some personal history between that magician and the 2nd Princess. How would you feel?"

Kaiden didn't answer but slowly nodded his head.

Why is this guy acting so differently from usual?

"To summarize, you have no particular feelings for that elf professor, but you're opposed to the unfairness of the situation."

"That's right. Wrong is wrong. So, Kaiden, don't accept that offer. It's not about your abilities or qualifications."

"I understand your feelings, Dian. I'll speak to the 2nd Princess again."

Kaiden bowed his head.

"But Dian, there's one thing I'm really curious about."

"What is it?"

"Why does that elf Head Professor dislike you so much?"

"Because they want to become Principal, but they keep getting pushed aside because of me and Kirrin."

After I briefly explained Ismera's story, Kaiden nodded in understanding.

"Then those feelings aren't directed at you personally, but at the Combat Professor who is suspected of having connections to the Imperial Castle."

"Isn't that the same thing? Is there a difference?"

"There is a difference."

Kaiden smiled.

"In the former case, they would still dislike you even if you helped them become Principal, but in the latter case, depending on the circumstances, they might no longer have a reason to dislike you."

"That doesn't seem particularly relevant to this situation."

"Of course, Dian."

Kaiden responded with his usual mysterious smile.

But wait a minute. Thinking about it, this is also funny.

From the Imperial Castle's perspective, since we provided vivid realism through illusion magic, shouldn't they be giving something to Kaiden or me?

Instead, they're placing conditions on Kaiden?

What are they thinking?

This 2nd Princess is much harder to predict than I thought.

# # # # #

Kaiden had to continue supervising the evaluation, so we parted ways and I returned to the hall.

But I saw those three Dark Elves from earlier standing in front of our booth.

Other participants were shuddering at the sight of the Dark Elves and taking wide detours around them.

Indeed, pure-blooded Dark Elves had coal-black skin and distinctly red eyes, giving off an unpleasant aura that made observers' skin crawl.

Suddenly, I desperately wanted to see the gentle Kirrin.

But then I realized Ismera would be alone in the booth right now?

Earlier, Ismera was so terrified when facing the Dark Elves that she could barely speak.

I hurried over, pushed past the Dark Elves, and entered the booth.

"Professor Ismera!"

But the professor was nowhere to be seen in the booth.

"Has Kirrin not arrived yet?"

Just then, one of the Dark Elves spoke from behind me.

"What?"

"I asked if Kirrin has not arrived yet."

"Can't you tell from the empty booth? I should be asking you. Where did the pure-blooded elf who was here go?"

"We don't know either. There was no one here when we arrived."

What's going on? Where did she go?

This morning she was so exhausted in the carriage that she didn't even realize we had arrived.

She should have taken a nap when she had the chance.

Maybe she went to the bathroom.

"So Kirrin isn't coming today?"

While I was wondering where Ismera might have gone, the Dark Elf mechanically asked the same question again.

"I'm not sure either. She said she would come if the academy business finished early, but looking at the time, I don't think she'll make it."

"Then we probably won't get to see her. We've just finished our evaluation and must return to the forest."

"Then you might not meet her."

After looking at me for a moment, the female Dark Elf took something out of her pocket and held it out to me.

It was a small folded note.

"What's this?"

"Please give it to Kirrin."

Through the slightly open gap in the note, I could see characters written in a script I couldn't understand at all.

"You can open it if you wish, but you probably won't be able to read it. It's written in our clan's unique script."

"I'll pass it on."

"Thank you."

With those words, the Dark Elves all turned and left the booth.

"But..."

Just then, the largest Dark Elf turned back and addressed me.

"You have a very familiar face."

"Really? I'm not sure why."

"Do you have combat experience?"

"Combat experience... Now that you mention it, I do have some history with Dark Elves in the Black Swamp."

"The Black Swamp, you say."

The Dark Elf stared at me for a moment before speaking.

"Fate is truly curious."

"That's how the world works, isn't it?"

When I responded with a smile, the Dark Elf slightly bowed his head and turned away.

The Battle of the Black Swamp.

Back then, Linus and I had inflicted near-devastating damage on Dark Elves who came to assassinate the legion's leadership in the middle of the night through a reverse ambush.

Judging by his comment about my familiar face, that elf must have been present at the scene.

So what? That was over 10 years ago.

The past is the past.

But what on earth is written on this note?

I couldn't make any sense of the Dark Elf script written on it.
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The competition had ended.

Thanks to the use of illusion magic, it finished much faster than expected.

"Professor! Over here!"

Knightley waved her hand among the people coming out after their evaluations.

Beside her, Hindrasta was carrying Merylda on her back.

"Good work, everyone. But Merylda... are you alright?"

Merylda's complexion was as pale as someone who had just emerged from being submerged in cold water for a long time.

"I'm fine... Just a bit tired..."

"Ugh, seriously. I barely resisted leaving you behind."

Hindrasta grumbled.

"If you hadn't opened that last door in one try, you would've really—huh?"

"Sorry..."

I heard a rough account of the evaluation from Knightley.

They had done exactly as I instructed.

"You all did very well."

"Thank you. So, do we get some kind of reward?"

"Dian! Kids!"

Hearing a voice from behind, I turned to see Kirrin running toward us after just getting out of a carriage.

"Ah, Principal. Welcome. The evaluation just finished."

"Sorry I'm late. My work ended too late..."

"It's fine."

"So how was it? Did you do well? Was it difficult? Did everything you learned come in handy? Hmm?"

As Kirrin bombarded us with questions, an announcement flowed from inside the auditorium.

[We will now announce the evaluation results. All participants please gather in the auditorium]

The results are already out? That's quite fast.

When we entered the auditorium, preparations for the evaluation announcement and awards ceremony were complete on the stage.

"Oh, I'm going crazy. I'm so nervous."

Kirrin muttered incessantly while holding the children's hands.

But even after waiting for quite some time, there was no sign of the ceremony starting.

Just as whispers began growing louder throughout the venue, an official hurriedly ran onto the stage.

"We apologize. The Director of Security who was supposed to preside over this event cannot attend due to urgent business."

Instead, the Deputy Director of Security would conduct the awards ceremony.

"Now I will announce the evaluation results."

The Deputy Director looked at the paper handed to him and cleared his throat.

"First, third place goes to the Reblanc Mercenary Corps."

"Woooooah!"

On the other side, three Reblanc mercenaries shouted in joy, hugging each other in celebration.

"Look at them making a scene. Just for getting third place."

Hindrasta clicked her tongue watching them.

"Second place goes to the Nemara Clan."

When second place was announced, the atmosphere became unsettled.

"The Nemara Clan?"

"You mean those Dark Elves?"

"Dark Elves got second place? Then who on earth got first?"

People certainly all think alike.

I too became immediately tense when I first learned that Dark Elves were participating.

Dark Elves are a race specialized in assassination, and during the war, they penetrated all the strict security measures and infiltrated the Emperor's bedroom.

Everyone must have tacitly assumed the Nemara Clan would take first place.

"The Nemara Clan...? What are you talking about?"

Meanwhile, Kirrin was shocked to learn that members of her clan had been here, looking around with wide eyes.

"Actually, about that..."

"And now for the grand first place."

Just as I was about to explain, the Deputy Director announced the first place winner.

People tensely watched the Deputy Director's lips.

"Imperial Special Mission Academy."

"Oh my goodness! Kids! We got first place!"

"Aaaaaahhhhh!!"

The children screamed and hugged each other.

"Dian, Dian! I didn't hear wrong, did I?!"

"You heard correctly."

"My goodness! We got first place! What is happening?!"

Kirrin let out a high-pitched scream and jumped into my arms.

"What?! This is absurd!"

Just then, a heavily armed mercenary who appeared quite experienced pointed accusingly from across the room.

"The black-skins got second place but these green kids got first?! Are you showing favoritism to your own?!"

This was followed by fierce protests from among the crowd.

If I didn't know better, I'd have the same reaction.

These girls did better than Dark Elves? Impossible.

But what can you do? That's the result.

"Is this why you used some bizarre method like illusion magic or whatever?!"

"That's right! It's not fair!"

Then someone smoothly ascended to the stage. It was Kaiden.

"Everyone, please calm down."

"Do we look calm to you?!"

"And who are you?!"

"I am Kaiden, a mage. I oversaw the construction of the illusion magic for this competition."

When Kaiden introduced herself, everyone became as silent as mutes.

"Kaiden...? Could it be the one from the Demon King Assassination Task Force...?"

"I heard it was a man... Was it a woman...?"

Amid the hushed whispers, Kaiden continued in a clear voice.

"I understand your doubts about the evaluation results. Therefore, I would like to show you the evaluation footage of the winning teams right here."

Oh, Kaiden. You're going to do something like VAR (Video Assistant Referee)? Not bad.

Suddenly, a massive screen appeared, large enough to cover the stage, causing screams to erupt from various places.

The screen showed the Reblanc Mercenary Corps' evaluation footage at double speed.

The mercenaries, initially somewhat confused, calmly infiltrated the facility, avoiding traps and security forces until they were eventually discovered.

They engaged in combat but failed to subdue the guards in one strike, which ended up attracting forces from other areas.

The footage ended with them surrounded by numerous enemies and cornered.

The fact that they got third place despite not reaching the objective point means other teams couldn't even get that far before dying.

The second video showed the Dark Elves of the Nemara Clan.

"Gasp?!"

When the Dark Elves' faces were shown in close-up, Kirrin covered her mouth.

In the footage, the Dark Elves skillfully infiltrated to the deepest part of the facility like shadows.

People gasped in admiration as they watched them avoid detection by anyone along the way.

However, at the final stage, the Dark Elves couldn't solve the security measures. That was the decisive factor.

Finally, our children's footage.

As soon as the video started, I could barely keep my eyes open due to the succession of dazzling flashes.

It was attack magic falling from the sky onto the facility.

One of the key elements of the strategy I had instructed the children to use was precisely this attack magic.

Legion mages responding to the fire request began pouring combat magic onto the enemy facility like mad.

The coordinates calculated by Knightley for fire guidance were incredibly accurate.

Taking advantage of the chaos, they began infiltration.

After safely entering the facility, the children overcame traps and completely annihilated any security forces they encountered.

Since they didn't know the details of the security operations inside the facility, even if they avoided the guards' eyes momentarily, they might encounter them again later.

Rather than risk that, it was better to use the shortest route, killing everything in their path to secure time.

The objective of this evaluation wasn't to avoid detection but to "secure important documents."

If you secure the documents and get out, everything's okay.

The Reblanc Mercenary Corps tried the same approach but failed because they couldn't kill the enemy before the alarm was raised. They dragged out the combat too long.

But our team had the dragon Hindrasta.

People gasped in horror when they saw an enemy's head split in half along with his helmet from Hindrasta's sword strike.

While attack magic pounded the facility's exterior like crazy, the children advanced to the central area with unstoppable momentum, killing every enemy they encountered.

"Impossible! How can they do that?!"

When people saw Merylda decoding the password in seconds at the final stage, they let out screams bordering on wails.

"Does anyone still doubt the rankings?"

After the video ended, Kaiden asked, and someone raised their hand in protest.

"Combat magic support? That's cheating!"

Kaiden smiled and shook her head.

"We clearly communicated the friendly situation and available support elements before the evaluation. Why do you think it's cheating?"

The reason other teams didn't utilize this is simple.

Most people tend to think "infiltration" must always be stealthy.

But deliberately causing chaos and slipping in through the gap is still infiltration. You're entering without being detected.

"Properly understanding the evaluation's intent can be considered equivalent to understanding orders in actual combat."

The person who had been protesting couldn't respond to Kaiden's calm answer.

As Kaiden looked around the audience and met my eyes, she gave a mysterious smile.

The reason I instructed the children to use such a bold strategy wasn't for any other reason.

It was because this competition's evaluation scenario was modeled exactly after an operation that Linus, Kaiden, and I had conducted in the past.

The difference between then and now?

Back then, instead of legion bombardment, Kaiden alone poured out firepower equivalent to a legion's.

Linus and I "just in case" killed every enemy in the facility.

Thanks to that, at the final stage of securing important documents, there were no surviving enemies, so we leisurely solved the security measures while eating our combat rations.

That's about it.

But where on earth is Professor Ismera? At such a joyous moment.

# # # # #

At that time, Ismera was outside the auditorium.

She was leaning against the wall with her head down.

She had gone looking for Dian after being surprised by Dark Elves coming to her booth, and by chance overheard a conversation.

That the 2nd Princess was trying to put the mage Kaiden in her position...

The moment she heard those words, she was so shocked that she fled straight here.

Through the wall she was leaning against, she could faintly hear that the Special Mission Academy had won first place.

She should go back now... She should go back and congratulate the children...

But for some reason, her feet wouldn't move.
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Kaiden was a famous genius mage from the Demon King Assassination Task Force.

A mere elf with no backing was no match for someone like him.

If Mage Kaiden accepted the position, Ismera would have no choice but to step down as Head Professor.

Would she then be demoted to a regular professor?

People who had been taking her orders until yesterday would become her equals?

That was unimaginable to Ismera. She'd rather quit.

But if she quit, then what...?

What would happen next...?

Return to the forest? She should return, but...

She had no forest to return to.

The forest where Ismera's clan lived had burned down during the Four-Year War due to the Demon King's army invasion.

Since then, her clan had been steadily working on restoration, but it wasn't an easy task.

The places where elves lived were typically called "Great Forests," extremely deep woodlands.

The vegetation there was thousands of years old on average, making it nearly impossible to restore to its former state in just ten years.

One might think they could find another Great Forest, but all suitable ones already had native inhabitants.

And elves were extremely exclusive not only toward other races but also toward other elven clans, making cohabitation difficult.

Besides, Ismera's clan had absolutely no intention of doing so.

The elven race was too stubborn to abandon the land they had inhabited for tens of thousands of years since their ancestors' time.

For these reasons, Ismera's clan stubbornly continued planting and nurturing trees in the burned forest.

Hoping that if not for the current generation, it would someday become a home to return to for future generations.

The problem was that none of this came free.

Even for a race that lived as one with the forest, they didn't obtain all resources from the forest for free.

Especially when rebuilding land that had been completely burned down.

So some of Ismera's clan remained in the forest to continue the reconstruction while others supported the effort.

That support meant venturing into the human world to earn money.

That's why Ismera had been sending almost all of her Academy salary to her clan.

This was also one of the reasons she wanted to become Principal—a salary increase.

No one knew about these circumstances because she never spoke of them.

Elves were such a noble and proud race.

And now Mage Kaiden, one of the Heroes of the Continent, was coming to take her position.

Her peaceful forest had burned down, and Ismera had barely escaped death.

She had come to the human city, bowing her head submissively to climb to this position for the sake of rebuilding her clan and forest.

She had endured serving under an incompetent dark elf protected by the Emperor, thinking only of her clan and forest.

Then suddenly, a human named Dian was appointed, and now Mage Kaiden too.

The Second Princess was someone who followed through on her decisions, and since she couldn't handle Kirrin, she would definitely push through this personnel change.

If Kaiden came... she would have to leave the Academy....

Still, with her high master's degree and experience as Head Professor at the Imperial Academy, things wouldn't be completely bleak....

But...

Being forced out like this couldn't be the same as leaving voluntarily for better conditions.

Ismera frowned and covered her face with both hands.

"Haha...."

A hollow laugh escaped her lips.

Why was the world so desperate to trample her down?

# # # # #

On the way out of the auditorium after receiving the trophy and prize money.

"Where the hell did those guys disappear to?!"

Hindrasta looked around frantically among the crowd.

She was searching for the Reblanc mercenaries.

"Did they already bolt? Hey! I have something to ask you!"

Hindrasta ran to the staff member at the auditorium entrance and asked about the Reblanc mercenaries' whereabouts.

"Those people just mounted their horses and left headquarters moments ago."

"Aaaaargh! No!"

When Hindrasta wailed, everyone passing by turned to look.

"Come on, money issues can be resolved anytime. Catching them won't do any good anyway. We should go to their mercenary corps."

"If they touched even a single copper coin, I swear I'll destroy them..."

"Yeah, let's do that."

As we left the auditorium comforting Hindrasta, we saw Ismera standing ahead.

"Professor Ismera!"

The children rushed over and crowded around her.

"Professor! We got first place!"

"Where were you? Mage Kaiden even showed the evaluation video."

"The exact same problem you taught us came up in the competition. You're amazing, Professor!"

Ismera forced a smile with her parched lips as she looked at the excited children.

"Well done. I'm truly proud of you."

For some reason, Ismera didn't look happy at all.

Wasn't she the one who had most desperately wanted to win first place in the competition?

"Today's a party, a party! Everyone gather at Dian's house!"

"Yaaay!"

The children jumped with joy when Kirrin excitedly shouted.

But Ismera remained unmoved, standing still like a rotten old tree.

The smile on her face quickly faded.

"Let's head back for now. Professor Ismera must be very tired."

We returned to the Academy by carriage.

Throughout the journey back, Ismera didn't utter a single word.

# # # # #

A grand welcoming ceremony was held at the Academy.

All faculty and students came out to greet us, and the children who stepped out of the carriage gave halting speeches and received applause.

"Dian, say something too. You taught the children."

"No, I'm fine."

I shook my head when Kirrin pushed me forward.

It was enough for the children to receive the congratulations and attention.

"By the way, where's Professor Ismera...?"

"She said she was tired and went in first."

"I see..."

She must have been exhausted. She had taught the children all month without proper sleep to prove her abilities.

After the welcome ceremony, I called for Merylda.

"Merylda, go talk to Professor Ismera later about the private tutoring."

"Yes, Professor."

After the competition, Merylda was supposed to become Ismera's private student, and promises needed to be kept.

I hope this would help improve Ismera's condition too.

In the evening, at Kirrin's suggestion, we held a small celebration party at my house.

The attendees were Kirrin, the children, myself, and the combat department professors who had helped prepare for the competition.

"Mr. Dian, why didn't Professor Ismera come?"

"She's tired."

Olicia nodded at my answer.

"Her complexion did look terrible. This is my first time seeing an elf here, but that definitely wasn't normal."

"An elf living outside a forest is abnormal to begin with."

Elves are a race born in the forest, living in the forest, and dying in the forest.

Though it's only been ten years, life in a city teeming with humans and other races doesn't suit elves.

But as far as I know, Professor Ismera has no forest to return to. It burned down during the Four-Year War.

The forests where elves live are called "Great Forests," ancient and deep woodlands scattered across the continent.

They're mystical places like another world within this world, with towering trees reaching for the sky.

Despite traveling all over the continent with Linus, I've only visited one of those Great Forests once.

During the war, the Demon King's army indiscriminately attacked the elves' Great Forests to obtain strong, durable timber for siege equipment.

Elves resisted the Demon King's army by clan, but it was a game they could never win from the start.

Many elves died from the early stages of the war, but the human alliance only became aware of this fact after the middle of the war.

It was because they never asked for outside help due to their stubborn pride of "I'll protect my own forest."

Ismera must be one of those from the many Great Forest clans that were destroyed.

Come to think of it, that bastard Linus was also involved in rebuilding the Tiraelen Forest.

That was also one of the Great Forests, and the legion that attacked it happened to be led by the legion commander we had targeted for assassination.

When we arrived following their trail, the forest was under attack, and after we took the legion commander's head, the Demon King's army set fire to everything in a "if I die, you die too" move.

I reached into the collar of my shirt and felt the uneven scar.

While rescuing the surviving elves, a burning tree fell on me here, causing a severe burn.

I was so disoriented that I didn't even realize my clothes were on fire, but later Linus noticed and stomped on me to put it out.

That crazy bastard—I could have just rolled on the ground.

Didn't he suggest visiting that forest sometime when I was at his house recently?

What an annoying guy. He just won't leave me alone.
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I woke up early in the morning.

Today was the day I promised to have a private conversation with Ismera.

I plan to reveal my entire past to Ismera and actively convince her that I have absolutely no interest in becoming the Principal.

When I told her last time, she didn't listen at all, but this time I'll bring Merylda along to testify if necessary.

Honestly, I hadn't originally planned to be this proactive.

Ismera has been hostile toward me, and unlike Linus, I don't have that overly kind personality that makes me meddle in everyone's business.

It's actually ridiculous to approach someone who dislikes me for no reason and say, "Don't worry, I won't become Principal!" when I haven't even done anything to harm her.

But now the situation has changed.

During the competition preparation period, I clearly saw up close how diligent and capable Ismera is, and how gentle and affectionate she is with the children.

Living under the same roof all day, every day for a month gave me a completely different perspective than what I'd seen from a distance before.

People's hearts change according to circumstances and conditions.

So I decided to ease Ismera's burden a little.

She shouldn't be stressed about me, at least. Though honestly, I haven't really done anything.

As I was heading to work, Kirrin came running toward me from the other direction, waving her arms frantically.

"Diaaaaaaan!!"

"What's happening that has you so worked up this early in the morning?"

"Personnel orders came down from the Imperial Castle!"

Kirrin wildly waved the official document in her hand.

I had an ominous feeling.

Personnel changes at the end of the semester?

It wouldn't be a professor replacement, and if it wasn't about professors, Kirrin wouldn't be making such a fuss.

Actually, there is one possibility.

The matter regarding the Head Professor of Theory position that Kaiden mentioned recently.

I clearly told Kaiden not to accept that offer, which means no official document should have been issued.

Yet despite that, if an official document has arrived...

"Is Kaiden still Kaiden?! The mage from the Demon King Assassination Task Force?"

"Yes, why?"

"They're saying he's coming as the Head Professor of Theory?"

"Bring me a carriage!"

I shouted toward the assistant professors' office as soon as I heard Kaiden's name.

"Huh? Why suddenly a carriage?"

"I have some 'inquiries' about this personnel order. I'll be visiting the Imperial Castle today."

"What?! All the way to the Imperial Castle...?"

Legally speaking, there's nothing wrong with the 2nd Princess replacing the Head Professor of Theory.

The 2nd Princess is the superior of the Imperial Special Mission Academy and can make personnel changes without prior notice.

And it's not a problem at all if she ignores the opinions of a mere professor about such matters.

But it is a problem for me.

I didn't come to the Academy because of the 2nd Princess's orders, but as a compromise because of Linus.

For Linus's convenience in raising his child, I've gone along with what I assumed were the 2nd Princess's intentions.

The 2nd Princess will never be able to use us as her chess pieces.

She can only keep us where she can see us to prevent us from joining her adversaries.

I somewhat comply with the 2nd Princess's plans, and in return, she's satisfied with keeping me here without further interference.

This was the implicit boundary and rule we were both supposed to maintain. She's crossing the line.

"Um, Dian..."

Kirrin hesitated, looking confused.

"But since Professor Ismera has more seniority than you, her becoming Vice Principal doesn't seem like something worth going all the way to the Imperial Castle for...?"

"What did you say? Vice Principal?"

I snatched the document from Kirrin's hand and read it.

Personnel Order 00-000

Imperial Special Mission Academy personnel changes are hereby ordered as follows:

New Appointment: Kaiden / as Head Professor of Theory
Position Change: Ismera / from Head Professor of Theory to Vice Principal (newly established)

Vice Principal?

# # # # #

"Are you satisfied now?"

The 2nd Princess asked Kaiden as he examined the personnel order.

"Lord Dian will be satisfied."

Kaiden replied.

The personnel order appointing Kaiden as Head Professor of Theory and promoting Ismera to Vice Principal.

The Special Mission Academy doesn't have a Vice Principal.

It's because the academy is smaller than others and already has two Head Professors.

Nevertheless, creating a Vice Principal position and promoting Ismera to it was due to Dian's request that Kaiden had conveyed.

"Dian told you not to accept the Head Professor position? Why?"

"Because there's already a Head Professor of Theory appointed at the Academy."

When the 2nd Princess looked questioningly, her personal aide standing behind her explained.

"Professor Ismera. She's an elf who lost her forest in the war and came to a human city, obtained a high master's degree, and was appointed to the Academy."

"Ah, yes. I remember now. That pretty, noble pure-blooded elf."

In truth, the 2nd Princess had forgotten Ismera's existence entirely.

More accurately, she hadn't forgotten so much as never paid any attention to her in the first place.

As the Empire's highest security official, the 2nd Princess oversees numerous subordinates and organizations in the field and handles almost all of the Empire's information.

Consequently, she couldn't help but have relatively little interest in educational institutions like the Special Mission Academy.

"So, Professor Dian said that to protect that elf professor's position?"

"Yes."

"Hmm, unexpected."

This was something she hadn't anticipated at all.

She couldn't readily understand why Dian had suddenly become involved.

"Did he say it was unfair?"

"Yes. He expressed strong disapproval about so callously dismissing someone who has served the Academy faithfully until now."

To the 2nd Princess, the Head Professor of Theory position at the Academy was one that could be changed at any time as needed.

It was the same principle as a military commander not being able to look into the circumstances of every captain or major.

It was natural, not unusual, and not wrong.

The 2nd Princess had too many things to do and pay attention to, making it impossible to consider everyone's individual circumstances.

And above all, the 2nd Princess had that authority.

But suddenly, it was as if a corps or regiment commander was saying, "Leave this one alone and don't touch them."

This was something the 2nd Princess hadn't expected.

In a normal situation, it would be right to ignore this and proceed as planned.

But Dian wasn't someone to be dealt with according to common sense.

The 2nd Princess made a quick judgment.

She needed to seize this opportunity to keep Kaiden, who had finally emerged from the Illusion Magic Tower.

She wasn't planning to use him for anything. She simply wanted to keep him where she could see him, to prevent him from being won over by other factions.

For this reason, when Dian suggested using illusion magic, the 2nd Princess countered by asking Kaiden to become the Academy's Head Professor of Theory instead of using illusion magic.

At first glance, it seemed like an unreasonable proposal.

Using illusion magic to improve the quality of the competition would deserve generous compensation for Kaiden.

However, in that brief moment of conversation with Kaiden, the 2nd Princess had seen through everything.

Kaiden likes Dian. So much that he would do anything for him.

The fact that Kaiden, who had been holed up in the Illusion Magic Tower despite numerous invitations and had never come out into the world, personally appeared just to use illusion magic for the competition proved it.

So the 2nd Princess proposed to Kaiden that in exchange for granting Dian's request, he should work at the Academy.

'How about doing this much when I'm granting what your beloved Dian wants?'

'It's not a bad opportunity to be with Dian, whom you like.'

The 2nd Princess's insight was spot on, and Kaiden responded that he would seriously consider the proposal.

Everything was going well until Dian suddenly objected to the replacement of the Head Professor of Theory, calling it unjust.

The 2nd Princess still intended to place Kaiden in the Academy.

But completely ignoring Dian's request carried serious risks.

During the war, the 2nd Princess had been the 3rd Legion Commander and had never been involved with the Demon King Assassination Task Force due to their different operational areas.

After the war, she had only directly met Linus and Celine.

Dian had disappeared, Rormane had returned to the Order, and Kaiden had entered the Illusion Magic Tower.

Linus and Celine were both moderate personalities, so the 2nd Princess had assumed the rest of the Task Force members would be similar.

But upon meeting him, she found that Dian was not that kind of person.

Dian had quietly become a professor and developed the Academy, even awakening Kirrin's potential.

So morally, the 2nd Princess should accept Dian's request.

Hence the compromise solution of creating a Vice Principal position.

If Dian still objected to this, then she would have to think of another approach.

And since no carriage had stormed into the Imperial Castle even half a day after issuing the personnel order, it seemed Dian had accepted the 2nd Princess's compromise.

"If I may speak..."

The personal aide cautiously addressed the 2nd Princess, who had spent the entire morning in her office looking out the window toward the drawbridge of the Imperial Castle without any other appointments.

"If we continue to grant every request like this, we might not be able to handle it later."

"What are you saying? From the beginning, he was someone we couldn't handle."

The 2nd Princess turned around with a smile.

"Do you know the only thing the Emperor has done right so far?"

"I don't know."

"It was giving generous rewards to the Demon King Assassination Task Force. If they had been dissatisfied with their treatment, our Empire might look very different now."

"I see..."

"So don't express any objections about me granting all of Dian's requests."

"Understood."

"I don't even hope for Dian and Lord Linus to fight on my side. They would never do that anyway. But I must at least prevent them from becoming my enemies. When I undertake major endeavors in the future, if they just look the other way, it's practically the same as supporting me."

"Your words are most wise."

The personal aide bowed his head.
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I hurried to the conference room to deliver this joyous news.

I planned to announce my appointment as Vice Principal in front of everyone and receive their congratulations.

Vice Principal, not bad at all.

After all, Ismera has been doing all the Vice Principal's duties anyway.

Even though the 2nd Princess couldn't replace the Principal because of the Emperor, creating this Vice Principal position specifically means she acknowledges Ismera in her own way.

For Ismera, who's been desperate to get the 2nd Princess's attention, there couldn't be anything more delightful.

I thought about this as I headed to the main building.

Just imagining how happy Ismera will be makes my heart warm.

Let me be honest.

Ismera is a good person.

At first, I disliked her, but that was because of the innate arrogance typical of elves and her complicated situation.

As Kaiden said, her hatred wasn't directed at me, Dian, personally, but at the Head Professor of Combat who appeared as if to block her path.

And while Ismera has ambitions to become Principal, she's not a bad person who sees nothing beyond that goal.

She's competent, works harder than anyone for the Academy, and is incredibly loving and kind to the students.

There's something charming about the gap between her beautiful pure-blooded elf appearance and her snippy attitude toward me.

"Good morning, Head Professor. Your mail has arrived."

As I entered the main building, a combat assistant handed me some mail.

It's from that guy Linus.

Opening it, I see he's inviting me to visit Tiraelen Forest with him this weekend.

It's one of the elven Great Forests where Linus and I were deployed, which was burned down by the Demon King's army.

It's one of the places Linus has been involved in rebuilding since the war ended.

Any other time I might have hesitated, but I'm in a good mood today, so why not go?

But that's for later.

I entered the conference room, waving the appointment order and called out, "Professor Ismera!"

But Ismera wasn't in the conference room.

Normally, she would arrive twenty minutes early and look down on our Combat Department members who arrive right on time.

Not just Ismera, but all the Theory Department professors were absent.

Strange. This has never happened before.

Professor Ismera has never been late for anything.

But she's tardy today? Did something happen?

"Hello, Head Professor."

The Combat Department professors greeted me.

"The Theory Department hasn't arrived yet?"

"Well, they're unusually late today."

Just then, the Theory professors rushed into the conference room, shouting, "Has anyone seen Professor Ismera?!"

"That's what I wanted to ask."

"Ah..."

Shadows fell across the Theory professors' faces at my response.

"Did something happen?"

"Well... Professor Ismera didn't come to work today."

Several Combat Department professors gasped in surprise.

Ismera not just late but absent?!

This was almost as unbelievable as saying the Demon King had been resurrected.

"She's not in her office?"

"Only this was on her desk..."

One of the Theory professors held up an envelope.

The cover had the word "Resignation" written on it.

Resignation?! What on earth?

"Has anyone checked her dormitory?"

"We haven't gone that far yet."

"Let's go."

We left the conference room and rushed to the singles' dormitory.

Let's see, Ismera's room is...

After checking the first floor layout, I went straight to Ismera's room and knocked on the door.

"Professor Ismera! Are you there?"

But there was no answer.

I tried the doorknob, but it was locked.

"I'll climb up through the window!"

As I was about to break it, Kirrin, who had followed me, ran outside and leaped up to the second-floor terrace in one bound.

When Kirrin opened the door from inside, I hurried in.

"Professor Ismera!"

It was an empty room with nothing but a bed and a small drawer.

"Has she already left?"

Kirrin looked around the room, stomping her feet anxiously.

"I'm not sure. Elves don't typically carry many belongings."

Elves have almost no concept of personal possessions.

They can get everything they need from the forest, and within their clan, they share everything without private property.

All they usually carry are simple toiletries and a few sets of clothes.

Due to their racial characteristics, they don't have body odor and have no interest in grooming.

That habit would have continued until now, so just by looking at the state of the room, we can't tell if Ismera has left the Academy.

However, if the great Ismera is absent, she must have left the Academy or...

Suddenly, I remembered that lifeless expression I saw at the competition.

A chill ran down my spine.

"Principal, please send someone to each entrance security office immediately to check the entry and exit records. And all staff except professors who have classes should search the entire campus."

"When you say campus search...?"

"Including all unused warehouses and abandoned buildings."

Kirrin's face instantly turned pale at my words.

"Surely Professor Ismera wouldn't..."

"We don't know. Hurry!"

Kirrin and the professors who had followed scattered hastily.

I immediately returned to the main building to find Orendi.

Just then, all the Combat Department professors and the remaining assistants were coming out.

"Head Professor! What's happening?!"

"Orendi! Scouting magic!"

"I've already deployed it!"

Looking up at the sky, I could see several hazy eye-like spheres busily flying around.

"The rest of you, conduct a thorough search."

I assigned responsibility areas to the professors on the spot.

"Search radius extends to half a day's walk for an elf outside the Academy. Target is likely wearing ordinary casual clothes. The objective is Professor Ismera."

They were all veterans with plenty of field experience. They understood my rough instructions perfectly and quickly dispersed, leading their assistants.

"Waver! Come with me to the eastern forest!"

"Yes, Professor!"

Elves move extremely fast in forests.

So it makes sense for Waver, a master tracker, to go that way.

And if Ismera has left the Academy, there's a high probability she went to the forest, so I'm going too.

After passing through the eastern gate and entering the forest, Waver immediately knelt on the ground and examined the surface.

"Head Professor. Here it is."

After a short while, Waver found traces.

Very faint footprints, almost invisible to my eyes.

"These are elf footprints. Made around dawn. There aren't many races that leave such faint marks of this size while walking, and the only such race at our Academy is elves."

"If the footprints lead from the main gate in this direction, it's probably not some wandering male elf who happened to pass by."

"I'd say so. And male elves rarely come to such shallow forests."

We entered the gatehouse and searched through the entry and exit records.

"Here it is. She left at dawn."

As Waver said, there was a record of Professor Ismera leaving alone through the eastern gate at dawn. The reason stated was "walking."

Was it really just a walk? I doubt it.

Ismera is always so busy with work that she barely has time for campus walks, let alone exercise beyond walking to and from work.

"There's no sign of her return. She might have come back through another gate, but I think we should track her anyway."

"Right. The others are checking the other areas, so let's continue following. But how far could an elf who entered the forest at dawn have gone by now?"

Waver glanced at the sun in the sky and answered somewhat pessimistically.

"She might have already left the forest by now."

"They're incredibly fast. But let's go anyway. We need to know at least which direction she went."

After instructing the gatehouse guard to inform the others about this, Waver and I immediately started running, following the traces.

However, tracking was not easy.

It's summer now, when the undergrowth is thick, making it difficult to move deeper into the forest.

Moreover, elves can move very quickly and lightly in forests, causing the trail to keep disappearing.

"This isn't easy."

Having stopped for the umpteenth time, I wiped away sweat and looked around.

"Head Professor, I can't see any traces at all."

Waver, whose body was covered in twigs and leaves, shook his head.

"By this time, Professor Ismera would have already left the forest boundary."

Waver wiped his sweat and looked east.

"Beyond that, another forest continues. It's impossible to chase an elf in the forest like this."

"Damn..."

She becomes Vice Principal and then disappears? How could this happen?

She even had an appointment to meet me today.

"Let's head back for now."

When we returned to the eastern gate, Kirrin and other professors came running.

"Dian! Did you find Professor Ismera?!"

Pushing through the crowd, Kirrin grabbed my collar and shook me.

"She's not on campus! Are you sure she went to the eastern forest? Did you find any traces?"

"The trail went cold. We simply couldn't follow her. For now, we need to identify likely destinations where Professor Ismera might go and try to get there ahead of her."

We returned to the main building, spread out a map, and quickly discussed with the Combat professors.

"Here's the Academy. The traces run in a straight line from here to here."

"Huh, being able to move in a straight line through a forest. Elves are truly remarkable."

Kazador clicked his tongue.

"No race can match them in the forest."

"So, what does everyone think? What might Professor Ismera's intentions be?"

"She resigned, right? And the traces continued for quite a distance. It doesn't seem like suicide, so there are two possibilities: changing jobs or returning home."

"If she were changing jobs, wouldn't she have gone toward the capital instead of the eastern forest? Even if she were heading to another city, this route would be a major detour."

"Then she must be returning home."

"Does anyone know where Professor Ismera's home is?"

It was a foolish question. Ismera's forest was burned down during the Four-Year War.

The Academy dormitory is Ismera's home.

"Or at least which Great Forest clan she belongs to?"

"I don't know. She never talks about her personal life..."

"Wait, hold on. I know where."

Kirrin, who had been lingering in the back, raised her hand.

"Professor Ismera is from Tiraelen Forest. I remember seeing it on her resume when she first arrived, a long time ago."

Tiraelen Forest...? Ismera is from that forest? Really?
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"This is Tiraelen Forest."

Waver pointed to a spot on the map.

The professors let out low groans when they saw it.

The place Waver indicated was a forest located northeast of the academy.

It would take nearly three days by carriage—an extremely long distance.

"Something seems off," said Grogue, the orc professor, pointing his thick finger at the forest east of the academy.

"Ismera's home is in this direction, so why would she go that way?"

He had a point.

To reach Tiraelen Forest, it would make more sense to head north rather than east.

"It's because of the forests," Morton, who had been silent until now, finally spoke.

"Elves can move very quickly through forests. Going through the eastern forest and passing here, here, and here is better than taking the northern route through urban areas and plains. From an elf's perspective, anyway."

The route Morton indicated was a very roundabout path—from the academy's eastern forest, then northeast, north, north, west, northwest, and west.

But as Morton explained, this route would allow one to hop from forest to forest almost continuously, with only brief gaps between them.

"Can she really arrive faster this way than by going north, even with such a detour?" Orendi scratched her head, genuinely confused.

"If that's the case, why did so many elves die during the war? It seems like they could have all survived just by fleeing."

"That's because elves value their Great Forests more than their own lives. For elves, the Great Forest holds meaning incomparable to human settlements," Morton explained.

"Each elven clan has trees they consider sacred. The Great Forests formed around these trees have been their home for tens of thousands of years. To an elf, the Great Forest is their religion, their survival, and their entire world."

"Were you an elf or something?"

"Just rumors I picked up during my active service."

Morton replied curtly to Kazador's question.

"So the question is whether Ismera truly went home or left to find employment elsewhere."

"We should check the forest," Felimina suggested.

"Professor Ismera joined the academy immediately after obtaining her advanced master's degree. She's a pure-blooded elf with no other career experience or skills. Even if she were to change jobs, it would be in a similar field—education or research, something like that. But with such impressive academic credentials as an advanced master's degree, it wouldn't be easy for her to find another position except in the capital or a few other major cities. Only limited places could accommodate someone with her qualifications. If that's the case, we could track her down somehow. But if she's gone to the forest, we'll never find her unless we follow her there."

Felimina was right. We needed to go to the forest.

But there was one problem.

"This is practically the size of a small kingdom!" Lina clicked her tongue, looking at the forest boundaries on the map.

"It can't all be Great Forest. She's somewhere in this vast woodland. How on earth are we supposed to find her?"

When Lina turned around, Waver shook his head with a completely uncertain expression.

"If her trail disappeared in the eastern forest near the academy, we'd never find her in a forest this size."

"There is a way," I said.

All the professors looked at me.

"Orendi. Get ready."

"Eek! I can't do it! The distance is too far to pinpoint dimensional gate coordinates accurately. Especially in a forest—if I'm even slightly off, we could end up with tree branches running through our bodies..."

"I'm not asking you to send us there directly. Just transport us somewhere nearby. We don't have time to travel by carriage."

"Somewhere nearby?"

"I know someone who knows the exact location of Tiraelen Forest."

# # # # #

After the competition ended.

Ismera left the welcome ceremony and went alone to the main building.

"Oh! Head Professor!"

Teaching assistants who were heading late to the welcome ceremony rushed over to Ismera.

"Congratulations! We heard that all the problems you predicted were spot on. You're truly amazing!"

"Now we won't have to see the Combat Department showing off anymore!"

"Yes..."

Despite their congratulations, Ismera responded with an emotionless smile and glided past them.

Back in her office, Ismera staggered to her chair and sat down.

A letter addressed to her lay on the desk.

She slowly reached out and picked it up.

The envelope bore a name written in the unique language used only by elves, elegantly inscribed.

Only Ismera, a pure-blooded elf, knew exactly how to read it.

'To my beloved Ismera.'

Leaning against the chair's backrest, Ismera took the letter from the envelope.

'To my beloved Ismera.'

The same opening line as on the envelope.

'It's been over 10 years since you left for the human city. Though 10 years is but a fleeting moment, somehow it feels unusually long.'

A gentle smile spread across Ismera's face.

'Is academy life going smoothly? I still vividly remember how you left, boldly declaring you would become the principal. Since I haven't heard any news, I assume it hasn't happened yet.'

For most elves, this would clearly contain the hidden meaning, "You becoming principal? Wake up from that dream," and Ismera would have torn up the letter in anger.

Instead, she only smiled sadly. The letter's sender was definitely not the type to mock Ismera in such a way.

'But don't be too hasty. An awl in a pocket will eventually pierce through. The day will surely come when the world recognizes your abilities.'

"Haah..."

Reading this advice—which she had heard countless times yet never tired of—Ismera let out a comfortable sigh.

'The forest's reconstruction is progressing smoothly. It's all thanks to the funds sent by you and all our clan members working hard in unfamiliar human cities. I'm always grateful. It will take at least several hundred years to restore it to its pre-war state. But that's okay. It's not for us, but for future generations.'

Ismera bit her lip as she continued reading.

'My beloved friend Ismera. I miss you always. If life in the human city becomes too difficult and unbearable, please return to the forest. You're welcome anytime.'

Having finished reading the letter, Ismera folded it, struggling to hold back tears.

Nierta, who was always on her side.

But what should I do? I can't send money to the forest anymore. I'm going to be expelled.

I don't know what to do now.

If you were beside me, what would you have said?

You probably would have said it's okay. That I could start over.

But I can't be as positive as you.

I won the competition I wanted so badly, but I feel no joy at all.

I had hoped the Imperial Castle would recognize my achievement in winning the competition, even just a little.

I had hoped to maintain my dignity as Head Professor by taking Merylda as my private student.

But now everything is over.

Kaiden, a mage from the Demon King Assassination Task Force, will become the new Head Professor of Theory, and I'll be expelled.

Normally, I would have burned with hatred and rage, blaming Dian for everything.

But now I don't even feel those emotions.

I already know.

My downfall wasn't because of Dian or Kirrin.

Neither of them did anything wrong.

It was simply because I wasn't destined to become principal.

The Demon King's army destroyed our forest.

I came to a human city and finally got a decent job, but my superior was under the Emperor's protection.

I had hoped that if I endured, I would eventually be recognized, but now another professor with connections to the Imperial Castle has appeared.

I thought that if I did my best in my position, I would someday be acknowledged.

Now they're trying to put someone new in my place.

This isn't anyone's fault or conspiracy.

It's just... the world rejecting me.

Ismera slowly opened her eyes.

Then she took out paper and a pen.

I'll resign.

Better to leave on my own than be thrown out.

Even if I could stay as a regular professor, I couldn't accept that.

I'd rather die than go from being Head Professor yesterday to a regular professor tomorrow.

Whatever I do here, I can never change the situation.

This was decided by the 2nd Princess, who holds the highest power in the Empire.

After writing her resignation letter, Ismera carefully folded it, placed it in an envelope, and stood up.

Looking down at the resignation letter, she considered places where she might find new employment.

With her advanced master's degree and experience as Head Professor at the Royal Military Academy, there would be many places she could go.

But...

But right now, I'm too exhausted.

Everything I built up over ten years has collapsed in an instant.

I just need a little rest...

Suddenly, Ismera recalled the closing words of Nierta's letter.

'If life in the human city becomes too difficult and unbearable, please return to the forest. You're welcome anytime.'

Yes. I'll go to the forest.

I'll go to the forest and rest, if only for a short while.

If I don't, I might really die.

I want to die, but I can't.

I need to work again for the forest's reconstruction.

So just a little while, just a little.

I'll rest in the forest, recover, and work again, Ismera.

The next morning at dawn, Ismera headed to the eastern forest.

Elves can move quickly through forests, so she could get far away before the academy became busy.

And so Ismera departed for her homeland forest.

# # # # #

"Is this the home of the person who knows where Professor Ismera's Great Forest is?" Orendi looked up at the large mansion standing in the middle of farmland after emerging from the dimensional gate.

"That emblem looks familiar somehow..."

Orendi scratched her head, looking at the emblem above the main entrance—two fists crossing each other.

Ignoring Orendi, I knocked on the door, and a servant appeared.

"Hello. I'm Dian, Linus's friend. Is Linus home?"

"W-what?! Who did you say?!"
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"Ah, it's Lord Dian. Please come in."

Soon, the servant recognized my face and opened the door.

"What?! What do you mean, Head Professor?! When you say Linus, do you mean Sir Linus?!"

"You're too loud. And stop grabbing my collar."

I pushed away Orendi's hands as she gripped my collar and shook me back and forth, then walked inside.

"No way, what's happening here? Sir Linus's house? Me, coming to Sir Linus's house? This is absolutely unbelievable."

Orendi muttered like a madman as we crossed the immaculate garden.

"Dian! What brings you here at this hour?"

Celine came limping out of the grand mansion with marble exterior walls, leaning on her cane.

"Ah, Celine. Why are you coming out instead of Linus? Especially with your condition."

"Linus is giving Lumien a bath right now."

Even though he could order servants to do it and not lift a finger himself, he's bathing the child personally.

He really is incredible.

I suppose that's why he turned down the 2nd Princess's offer to take paternity leave.

Such a devoted family man, it's hard to believe we're the same species.

Linus is happy taking care of his child, Celine is happy having Linus at home, and Lumien is happy being with both parents.

I definitely made the right choice coming to the Academy in Linus's place.

If enduring minor inconveniences means Linus and Celine can be happy, then it's worth it.

Come to think of it, Lumien already possesses the monstrous strength to crush walnuts with bare hands.

Especially since newborns can't even control their own limbs properly—no ordinary nanny could handle that.

Linus belongs at home.

"Urgh, urrrgh..."

Hearing strange noises beside me, I turned to see Orendi making choking sounds as if her airway was blocked.

"What's wrong with you?"

"If you're Celine... c-could it be... Lady Celine...?"

"That's right."

"Eek?!"

Orendi grabbed my collar again and shook me.

"What in the world is going on here?!"

"Let go already!"

"Both of you, please come inside. It's hot out here."

As the two of us performed our unintentional comedy routine, Celine smiled and guided us into the house.

"Woooow?!"

Orendi's eyes widened at the magnificent interior of the mansion.

"Head Professor, what is this? What is this place?"

Orendi kept turning her head frantically in every direction like a squirrel about to emerge from its burrow, asking questions non-stop.

Celine, who had led us to the reception room, called over a servant.

"Ma'am, could you please call Linus?"

"Yes, madam."

After instructing one servant to call Linus, Celine asked another to bring tea.

Sitting on the sofa, I introduced Orendi to Celine.

"This is Orendi, our Magic Response Professor from the Department of Combat. She's a mage. Orendi, this is Celine. The Celine you know."

"Hello, Professor."

"Uh-uhh, h-hello..."

Orendi bowed awkwardly in response to Celine's greeting.

Then she grabbed my collar again.

"First Secretary General Rormane takes you as her disciple, then there was the mage Kaiden, and now even Celine and Linus...! I need an explanation!"

"Let go, let go! You made a button fall off."

As I picked up the button that had fallen to the floor, a servant brought our drinks. It was cool mint lemon tea.

I gulped it down, as I was thirsty after searching the forest for Ismera.

"Professor Orendi, please have some too."

"Ah, y-yes, yes."

At Celine's urging, Orendi respectfully took the cup with both hands, turned sideways, and sipped politely.

"It's delicious. But really, um, that is..."

"Dian? Aren't you supposed to be working right now?"

Just then, Linus appeared.

His sleeves were rolled up and his pants were folded to his knees.

He must have just finished bathing Lumien.

"Gasp?! It really is Linus?!"

Orendi screamed as she immediately recognized Linus's face.

There's no one in the Empire who doesn't know what Linus looks like.

With statues, portraits, and all sorts of tributes in squares, public institutions, and everywhere else.

When Linus gave me a questioning look, I introduced Orendi.

"HelloSirLinusI'mOrendiMagicResponseProfessorworkingunderHeadProfessorDianattheDepartmentofCombatAsyoucanseeI'mamage!"

"Pleased to meet you, Professor Orendi."

After shaking hands with Orendi, Linus sat on the sofa and took a sip of his drink.

"Looks like you were the one giving the bath."

I commented on his wet hair, and Linus smiled.

"Bathing Lumien is quite the challenge. So, what brings you here? I don't think this is just a social call on your day off."

When Linus looked at Orendi, she panicked and bowed her head so deeply her forehead nearly touched her knees.

"You once said we should go to Tiraelen Forest together, right?"

"I did. But that was supposed to be this weekend."

"I need to go there urgently now. Do you know the location of the Great Forest? I want to go directly through a dimensional gate."

"I do. But what's going on?"

"Well, you see."

I told Linus about Ismera.

About how there was an elf who had been the Head Professor of Theory since before my appointment and had been practically running the Academy, but who saw me as an obstacle and was hostile toward me from the beginning.

How the things I did for the Academy's development coincidentally appeared to be outpacing Ismera, causing her stress and making her dislike me even more.

That I didn't particularly have good feelings toward Ismera either, but during the preparation period for the competition, I saw unexpected positive sides to her and changed my mind.

That I wanted to let her know I wasn't a competitor standing in her way, to ease her burden somewhat, but she left just as I was about to do so.

"Dian."

After hearing my story, Linus let out a soft sigh.

"Sometimes you need to be the first to reach out."

"I'm not like you, always giving to others. If someone dislikes me, why should I make the first move?"

Linus leaned back on the sofa, smiling as if he'd given up trying to convince me.

"But if you had spoken kindly to that elf professor first, she might not have disliked you anymore. So, you're assuming she's gone to Tiraelen and you want to go bring her back?"

"Yes. The Imperial Castle accepted my proposal to promote Professor Ismera to Vice Principal. I think she should at least hear that news before making her decision."

"And Kaiden will become the new Head Professor of Theory, right?"

Linus was silent for a moment before speaking.

"You do understand what that means?"

"I do."

"Let's discuss this separately later."

Linus chose his words carefully, mindful of Orendi sitting next to me.

"Alright. Let's go now."

Linus stood up from his chair.

"Professor, you said you're a mage? Please open a dimensional gate to the coordinates I'll give you."

"Ah, yes!"

Orendi jumped up, startled, and immediately prepared to open a dimensional gate.

"Not here, please do it outside."

"S-s-sorry!"

In the garden, Orendi opened a dimensional gate to the coordinates Linus provided.

"You return to the Academy."

I stopped Orendi as she tried to follow us.

"Elves are wary of strangers entering their territory."

"Oh, I see..."

"Go back, inform everyone, and reassure them. I'll definitely bring Professor Ismera back."

"Understood."

Leaving Orendi behind, only Linus and I passed through the dimensional gate.

Orendi's gate led to Tiraelen.

But the height was a bit off.

As soon as we exited the gate, we fell onto a tree.

"That's quite a bit off target, isn't it?"

"The distance from my house to here is very far. Unless you're at Kaiden's level, some coordinate deviation is unavoidable."

"Well, at least we weren't dropped in the Northern Sea. But where exactly are we?"

Linus and I surveyed the terrain from the tree and gauged the sun's altitude to determine our approximate location.

"Isn't it that way?"

"You're right. Let's move."

As we climbed down the tree and started moving, I grabbed Linus's shoulder and stopped.

"Isn't that an ogre over there?"

Between the trees, I could see a muscular creature about 4 meters tall.

It was grumbling in some unintelligible language, seeming quite irritable as if it hadn't eaten all day.

"Let's just go around it. No need to waste time."

Following Linus's suggestion, we quietly tried to circle behind the ogre, but suddenly it let out a roar and whirled around.

"We've been spotted. It must be extra sensitive from hunger."

"Then we have no choice."

As the ogre came charging toward us, smashing trees in its path, Linus nimbly stepped aside and kicked its leg.

The lower part of the ogre's leg where Linus had kicked completely detached, causing it to lose balance and topple forward.

As its head fell toward the ground, I delivered a perfect soccer kick that made its head explode with a splat.

"Ugh, disgusting."

"Brings back memories."

As I tapped my shoes on the ground to remove the brain matter, Linus smiled.
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Hot summer.

And a forest even hotter than that.

Crimson flames blazed everywhere, with acrid smoke blocking the sunlight.

Torches moved busily in all directions while flaming arrows crossed the sky.

The Demon King's Army 56th Special Unit, having arrived at Tiraelen, was methodically burning the forest.

What they wanted were the trees deep within the Great Forest.

The smaller vegetation on the outskirts wasn't worth their consideration.

But since the forest extending to the Great Forest was so vast, entering directly would likely result in significant casualties from the elves' annoying guerrilla tactics. Their strategy was to burn the forest to clear a path.

For this purpose, the 56th Special Unit advanced from multiple directions, setting fires to surround the Great Forest. They placed ambush teams in locations where elves might flee and establish defensive lines.

In the rear, an engineering corps followed to handle the actual logging. They would begin cutting as soon as the special unit subdued the elves of the Great Forest.

Currently, the fire attack was progressing very aggressively, with the vanguard already entering the Great Forest.

Many elves had died, and the survivors were moving between trees, launching intermittent attacks.

However, as much of the forest burned, the elves' range of movement was increasingly restricted. Their complete annihilation was only a matter of time.

The commander of the 56th Special Unit was in high spirits after receiving such positive reports from the front.

Just then, with the sound of air being cut, an arrow with bird feathers aimed at the commander's head came flying from somewhere.

"Watch out, sir!"

As the warriors shouted, the commander slightly tilted his neck, deflecting the arrow with his horn.

The warriors let out admiring gasps mixed with awe at this display.

"Commander! We've completely surrounded the Great Forest!"

A demon warrior ran up to report.

"Shall we send an ultimatum?"

"That would be meaningless. Those pointy-eared wenches will never take a single step out of the Great Forest."

The commander chuckled.

Stupid and stubborn pointy-ears.

"Advance as planned! Take no prisoners! Kill them all!"

Following the commander's order, a signal arrow was shot high into the sky.

At that signal, warriors from all directions charged into the Great Forest with battle cries.

# # # # #

While the main force advanced into the Great Forest.

On the outskirts of the forest behind the advance route, ambush teams from the special unit were lying in wait.

They were there to cut off retreat routes and annihilate any elves who might flee after failing to defend the Great Forest.

However, since it was common sense that elves would never abandon the Great Forest, the ambush teams were sitting rather leisurely in comfortable spots up in the trees.

Whirrrrr-!

Just then, an indescribably strange sound cut through the silence between the trees.

The demon warriors flinched, adjusted their postures, and quickly darted their eyes around.

This wasn't an attack signal, nor was it the distinctive sound elves made when moving.

It was an alien yet... ominous sound they had never heard before.

Whirrrrrr-!!

Following the second sound came a thud of something heavy falling to the ground.

What fell was a large tree fruit, roughly the size of a southern coconut.

The major difference was that unlike the typically oval, hairy coconut, this had two curved horns like a mountain goat.

"Huh!?"

Just as one warrior realized that what had fallen was a severed demon head, he gasped.

Whirrrrr-!

Thud, thud-thud. Whirrrrr! Thud-thud. Whirrrrrr! Thud-thud.

Demon heads fell from all around.

Seeing this, a demon warrior threw off his camouflage in terror and shouted:

"Ambush!"

But no comrades responded to his cry.

With every hair on his body standing on end in the eerie silence, the demon warrior trembled before jumping down from the tree. He shouldn't have done that.

"Gack!"

A noose caught the jumping warrior's neck, and he ended up hanging from a branch as if being executed.

"Don't kill that one, Dian! I have questions!"

Linus appeared, pushing through the undergrowth, and the demon warrior fell heavily to the ground.

The fallen warrior tried desperately to escape, but the noose tightened around his neck again.

"Keck-keck!"

"Damn, you're really heavy."

Dian, with the other end of the noose wrapped around his wrist, emerged from the dark shadows.

"Let's ask what we need to know and finish this quickly."

Linus knelt down to eye level with the terrified demon warrior.

"State your unit and rank."

When the demon warrior remained silent at Linus's clumsy demon language, Dian strode over and stabbed the warrior's instep with a dagger.

"Arrrrghhh!"

"State your unit and rank."

Through the pain, the demon warrior stammered an answer to Linus's question.

"Dian. Intelligence was right. It's the 56th Special Unit. The engineering corps is advancing from the rear."

"Ask where the unit commander is. We just need to catch that bastard."

Linus asked again.

"Where is the command post now?"

"I don't know! I'm just a low-ranking officer! I don't know that much!"

At Linus's nod, Dian stabbed the other instep.

"Arrrrghhh! The Great Forest! They went straight to the Great Forest!"

"Mark the command's attack route."

When Linus pushed forward a map, the demon warrior fearfully glanced at Dian while hastily drawing a line.

"Is that it now?"

"Yes."

Dian's dagger flashed, and blood spurted from the demon warrior's neck like a fountain.

"What's the plan, Linus?"

Dian asked, looking at the map.

"Should we just take the unit commander's head, or...?"

"With six attack routes, that alone won't be enough."

After pondering briefly, Linus came up with an idea.

"Let's split up here. I'll strike at the special unit's command while you hold off the forces coming from the other directions. I'll join you as quickly as I can."

"Want to bet? On who goes to help the other first."

"I don't have any more stakes to give you."

Linus gave an awkward smile, having lost similar bets many times before.

"I'll lend you some."

"Fine. It's a bet."

When Linus accepted, Dian finally withdrew the noose and looked into the distance.

Where his gaze fell, everything was engulfed in flames and smoke.

"Hah, those pointy-eared bastards. They ignored all calls to join the alliance, and now they're getting what they deserve."

"They'll change their minds after receiving our help this time. Let's hurry before it's too late."

Dian and Linus quickly made their way toward the Great Forest, where black smoke rose to fill the sky.

# # # # #

The 56th Special Unit was gradually conquering the Great Forest from the outskirts.

Though the elves put up fierce resistance, the battle's outcome had been determined from the moment the fire attack began.

In an intact forest, the special unit would have struggled against the elves' elusive guerrilla tactics.

But now, with the forest burning completely, the elves had nowhere to hide and were woefully inadequate against the heavily armed demons.

Moreover, the demons were warriors with extensive combat experience, a powerful force that had pushed the diverse Human Alliance into a defensive position.

Although recently they had faltered somewhat due to unidentified humans disrupting the front lines and specifically targeting legion commanders.

But this place was far from the main front. Those mysterious humans wouldn't come here.

Perhaps they were just rumors without any real substance.

Maybe the Human Alliance was spreading false rumors to lower the morale of the Demon King's Army.

After all, legion commanders dying one after another across different fronts couldn't possibly be the work of just a few humans.

They probably died for various reasons, and someone linked those deaths to create an implausible fictional entity.

"Commander! There's a suspicious person ahead!"

A warrior pointed forward. Someone was blocking their path.

A neat-looking blond man with his face covered by a black mask to avoid inhaling smoke.

"He's unarmed. Could he be an elf coming to surrender?"

To the demon warrior's question, the unit commander carefully examined the man blocking the road.

Despite his well-built physique and elf-like blond hair, his ears were short.

"Looks like some kind of mutant."

"I've heard that some elves have such disabilities. Perhaps he was trying to flee alone, abandoning the Great Forest, when he ran into us and froze."

"That makes sense. Continue advancing. And keep him alive."

The unit commander bared his teeth.

"Let him see with his own eyes the fall of the Great Forest he turned his back on. Only then will he writhe in regret. Such an end befits one who betrays his kind."

The demon warriors passed by the man standing in the middle of the road, giving him looks of contempt and mockery.

"Coward."

The demon warriors each threw a remark as they passed by the man.

Just as the very rear of the formation passed the man.

"What the fuck?!"

"Ahhh! Get away!"

Suddenly, the man drew a long sword from somewhere and began swinging it wildly.

"Where the hell did that sword come from?!"

"Kill him!"

The demons at the rear of the formation rushed toward the human wielding the sword.

"The rest of you, ignore it and keep moving forward! Our objective is to annihilate the elves in the Great Forest!"

At the unit commander's order, the remaining warriors continued to advance.

A minor disturbance shouldn't disrupt the operation.

"Aaaaargh!!"

"Help me!!"

Just then, terrible screams from the demon warriors erupted from behind.

When the unit commander looked back, he was utterly shocked.

The human man, surrounded by demon warriors, was spinning around like a drunkard with his sword, creating a whirlwind of bones and flesh flying in all directions!

"What the hell is he doing?!"

"He's coming this way!"

Demons trying to block the human approaching the front of the formation were simultaneously dismembered and scattered.

"Shields! Form a shield wall!"

Shield bearers rushed in to create a wall, but it was shattered as easily as a hut before a typhoon.

The human, tearing apart everything in his path as he advanced, looked like a giant, self-rotating saw blade.

"Fire the crossbows!"

Warriors shot crossbows at the human, but he miraculously deflected every bolt that flew at him.

Even demons, being rational beings like any other, momentarily lose their reason when confronted with unbelievable scenes.

So when the unit commander saw his subordinates disappearing without a trace before his eyes, his mind went blank.

Suddenly, the unit commander had a thought that even he found difficult to accept.

The humans who had reportedly been assassinating only legion commanders across various fronts.

He had firmly believed it was propaganda to lower the Demon King's Army's morale and rally the Alliance.

But the unprecedented scene unfolding before his eyes began to crack the commander's conviction.

Could this human be...?!

"W-what should we do?!"

"Please give us orders!"

Snapped back to reality by the cries of warriors shaking him, the unit commander quickly assessed the situation.

If that man is who I think he is, human weapons won't stop him. We'd need siege weapons at minimum!

But siege weapons were completely unnecessary for this operation, so the special unit hadn't brought any.

Yet they couldn't abort the mission and retreat either.

Putting aside the loss of the Demon King's trust in their clan, where would they even retreat to?!

That madman was approaching from the rear. Falling back would be suicide!

"Charge to the center of the Great Forest! Charge!"

The unit commander shouted, swinging his sword.

On the opposite side of the Great Forest were the remaining troops who had attacked from other directions.

They would combine forces to defeat that man!

No matter how skilled a swordsman he might be, he couldn't face a thousand demon warriors!

The demon warriors, terrified by the approaching human, began rushing forward as soon as the unit commander's order fell.

"Commander! Ahead!"

Just then, a demon warrior at the front urgently shouted, pointing ahead.

Another human stood in the path the demon warriors were heading toward.

With brown shaggy hair and also wearing a mask, he held two swords in his hands.

But the shape of the swords looked strangely familiar.

Those were the swords used by the special unit's sub-commanders!

C-could it be that the troops that entered from other directions, could they possibly...?!

"Do we keep going?!"

"Commander! Commander! What should we do?!"

"Damn it! Keep going! Charge!"

With the human dismembering their comrades approaching from behind, their only option was to charge forward.

Then the human standing ahead spread his two swords to either side and began running toward the demons.

"Come on then! Come! I'll cut you in half!"

The unit commander gritted his teeth and gripped his sword.

Just as he swung his sword at the human who had rushed up to him.

Suddenly, the human vanished from sight.

"Don't run away, coward! Where did you hide?!"

As the unit commander twisted his waist to look behind for the vanished human, he suddenly felt as if his height was rapidly decreasing.

Why does my eye level seem to be getting lower?

At the same time, the upper bodies of dozens of warriors following behind him slid off their lower bodies at an angle and fell to the ground.

The same happened to the unit commander.
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After dealing with the ogre, we continued walking for half an hour.

I could see small saplings standing in the area that had been devastated by the Demon King's army's attack ten years ago.

"What's this? Did they grow back on their own?"

"Some did, and some were planted by the elves."

"Even so, this many in just ten years?"

"According to experts from the Imperial Castle, the burned remains actually served as fertilizer."

Linus looked around with a satisfied smile.

"Isn't it beautiful? Rising again toward a new world after overcoming moments of complete devastation."

"You're right. It is beautiful."

Ten years ago, I thought everything was over when it was all engulfed in flames.

Time truly is the medicine for all worldly matters.

We continued walking along the path lined with stretching saplings.

Looking around, it seemed we were following the same route where we had captured the special unit commander back then.

At that time, the Demon King's 56th Special Unit had attacked the Great Forest from six different directions.

Linus and I were able to ambush their rear guard and extract information about the route where their command unit was located.

Linus blocked the command unit's attack route while I flanked around to ambush the forces coming from the other five directions.

But despite quickly tearing through the special unit, we missed the golden time.

By the time we reached the outskirts of Tiraelen, the assault on the Great Forest was already well underway, and many elves had died.

To make matters worse, the fires set by the Demon King's army began spreading to the trees of the Great Forest.

So Linus and I had to sweat bullets evacuating the elves who were determined to die along with the Great Forest.

"That was really something back then. Those pointy-ears were so stubborn."

"To elves, the Great Forest means more than just a dwelling place for humans."

If Linus and I hadn't used force to make them evacuate, the elves would certainly have been roasted alive.

"By the way, is your scar okay now?"

At Linus's question, I lightly touched the back of my neck.

"It's been ten years. New flesh has sprouted just like this forest, and it's fine now."

"That's good."

"But the sensation never came back."

"That's because the skin was already damaged. Even Rormane couldn't do anything about it."

It was a burn scar from when a burning tree branch fell on the back of my neck while I was dragging out an elf who had fainted from smoke inhalation.

Thanks to Linus throwing me to the ground and stomping out the fire, I avoided having all my hair burned off.

I wonder how that elf is doing now.

My memory is hazy because of the smoke and flames, but I think it was a minor elf about Merylda's age.

But even if we met again now, I obviously wouldn't recognize them.

Elves are a peculiar long-lived race that maintains a youthful appearance for a very long time.

They spend their childhood just like normal humans, then go through a few years of rapid growth to adulthood, after which they maintain that appearance until death.

And since I was wearing a scarf and mask to avoid inhaling smoke, that elf wouldn't know my face either.

It doesn't matter. I didn't do it expecting anything in return.

Still, I risked my life to save them, so I hope they're all living well, whatever they're doing.

"Lord Linus!"

Just then, a young voice called out from somewhere unseen.

Looking around, an elf holding a bow appeared from between the trees.

She was a green-eyed beauty with tall stature and flowing blonde hair, like Ismera.

"Welcome! You were supposed to come this weekend, but why are you here today? Not that I'm not happy to see you, of course."

"My friend has an urgent matter," Linus replied.

The elf's green eyes turned toward me.

"This is Dian. As I mentioned earlier, he fought alongside me during the Demon King's attack on the Great Forest ten years ago. Dian, this is Nierta. She's one of the survivors of the Great Forest."

Linus introduced the elf and me to each other.

"Pleased to meet you, Sir Dian. But wait a moment. You fought alongside Lord Linus ten years ago? Could you possibly be...?!"

The elf Nierta looked back at Linus with wide eyes.

"That's right. He's been living peacefully in a distant port city and recently returned to the capital."

"I can't believe it..."

Nierta stepped forward and firmly grasped my hand.

"Welcome, Sir Dian!"

"Yes..."

I was secretly surprised. This noble race suddenly taking a human's hand?

Elves typically avoid physical contact with other races...

"Sir Dian, you saved my life. It's truly an honor to meet you again."

Nierta said, enthusiastically shaking my hand.

"I've been waiting ten years to thank you properly. But since you disappeared after the war, I couldn't express my gratitude until now."

"It's fine. I didn't do it to hear such words."

"We don't see it that way. Sir Dian, along with Lord Linus, you are our clan's savior and hero."

Nierta bowed her head while still holding my hand.

"I apologize for our negligence due to not knowing your whereabouts all this time."

"Ah, yes..."

"So... this is what you look like."

Nierta raised her head again and smiled at my face.

"I'm sorry I look like this. Compared to elves, I'm just a dirt potato."

"Not at all. You were wearing a mask then, so I didn't know, but I'm surprised because you're unexpectedly handsome."

"Oh, is that so? Well, I should at least thank you for being able to tell me apart from Linus?"

Nierta giggled at my half-joking remark.

There's a famous saying:

All happy families are alike, but each unhappy family is unhappy in its own way.

Similarly, beautiful people all look somewhat similar, while less attractive people have uniquely distinctive faces.

That's why elves, with their ideally beautiful features, all look the same to me.

Conversely, it's said that elves can't distinguish between humans at first meeting.

It's like how Asians and Westerners have trouble telling each other apart.

But this elf definitely looks different from Ismera.

Having seen Ismera up close for a long time, I can say with certainty that Ismera is prettier.

Anyway...

Looking past the elf's shoulder, I asked, "Has Professor Ismera come to the Great Forest?"

"Ismera? How did you know?"

"I work at the same academy as Professor Ismera. She suddenly submitted her resignation and left, so I thought she might have come here."

"Really?! You and Ismera work at the same academy?!"

Nierta exclaimed with great excitement.

"Are you the one who was newly appointed earlier this year?"

"That's right. I'm the Head Professor of Combat."

"Oh my!"

Nierta was so surprised she almost jumped. I've never seen an elf like this before.

"My goodness, how could this happen? Someone she hated enough to want to kill..."

"What's going on, Nierta?" Linus asked.

Nierta quickly collected herself.

"Let's not stand here. Let's go to the Great Forest. You want to see Ismera, right?"

"Yes. I need to inform her about her appointment as Vice Principal from the Imperial Castle."

"Vice Principal?"

When I showed her the appointment letter, Nierta once again opened her eyes wide and gaped.

She's truly an elf with honest and diverse emotional expressions. Very un-elf-like.

"Oh, Ismera... after all that heartache..."

With tears welling in her eyes as if about to cry, Nierta looked at us and said, "Let's go to the Great Forest. Everyone will welcome you both."

Linus and I followed the elves' guidance into the Great Forest of Tiraelen.

The Great Forest, revisited after ten years, was different from before.

The majestic trees that once looked like pillars of fire supporting the sky now remained only as blackened stumps, surrounded by saplings similar in size to those we saw earlier.

Still, some great trees had somehow survived the fire and continued to live, and around these trees, a small tent village had formed.

"This is our temporary dwelling until the Great Forest is restored."

Around the tent village and the great trees were just under a hundred elves.

Some were planting trees, others climbing the great trees with ropes for restoration work, or gathering fruits and vegetables for food.

The peculiar thing was that they were all women. Not a single man in sight.

"Tout le monde! Lord Linus est là!"

When Nierta called out in the elven language, all eyes turned toward us.

The elves recognized Linus's face and gathered around, stopping whatever they were doing.

"Welcome, Lord Linus. You've come earlier than expected."

One of them stepped forward as a representative. She seemed to be the leader of this clan.

"I hope you've all been well. Please forgive my rudeness in visiting unexpectedly due to my friend's matter."

The elves' green eyes all turned toward me.

"This is Dian. He fought here with me ten years ago during the Demon King's attack."

The elves murmured and looked at each other.

"Lord Linus, are you saying this human is the one we've been waiting for all this time?"

"Yes. After the war, he lived somewhere unknown for ten years, and miraculously, we've reconnected."

"I see... so this is..."

The leader elf's voice trembled as she looked at me.

"Welcome back to the Great Forest, our savior..."

I was so shocked I almost screamed.

The leader elf was kneeling before me!

An elf kneeling before another race was something unheard of even in epics—utterly impossible and absurd.

"After ten years, I can finally bow deeply to express our gratitude."

As the leader knelt, all the other elves also knelt and bowed their heads.

"No, well, about the kneeling..."

Feeling extremely awkward, I tried to help the elf up, but Linus quietly shook his head.

It was a gesture suggesting I should let the elves have this opportunity to thank me.

"Our Tiraelen clan will never forget the sacrifice and dedication of Sir Dian and Lord Linus, even after tens of thousands of years and generations."

"Yes. Thank you... yes..."

Feeling awkward just standing there, I ended up kneeling as well and awkwardly patting the leader elf's shoulder.

Linus watched me with the most satisfied smile on his face.

# # # # #

Meanwhile, in a small tent at the corner of the tent village.

Ismera was lying on a makeshift bed, sweating and groaning.

She was having a nightmare.

A hellish scene where everything in sight was burning.

And a man dressed in black from head to toe, carrying her tucked under his arm.

Running through the pouring flames, the man said something to Ismera.

Don't die. I'll save you no matter what, so stay alive until the end.

Her consciousness was hazy, and the man wore a mask, so it wasn't clear, but that seemed to be what he said.

Then suddenly, a large burning tree fell toward the man's head.

"Ahhh!"

Screaming, Ismera woke up and, realizing it was a dream, sighed in relief.

What a nightmare... Her body must have been extremely tired from traveling such a long distance in such a short time.

But where had Nierta gone? She was beside her until just before she fell asleep.

Just as she was about to get up to look for Nierta, the tent flap opened and Nierta entered.

"Ismera. You're awake? We have guests."

"Guests? What kind of guests would come here?"

"Professor Ismera."

Following behind Nierta, Dian entered the tent.
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"Professor Dian?!"

Ismera shouted almost like a scream, startled by my sudden appearance.

"H-how did you get here? No, more importantly, why did you come?"

"Ismera. Professor Dian says he has something to tell you."

When Nierta spoke in a soothing voice, Ismera glared at both Nierta and me simultaneously.

"It's already over! I've left the Academy and have no more connection..."

But Ismera couldn't continue speaking and tightly closed her eyes.

Her lips trembled and her complexion was so pale that she seemed to lack even the strength to raise her voice.

"Ismera. Are you alright?"

Nierta rushed over, knelt down, and looked up at Ismera.

"I'm fine... Just... just a little dizzy..."

"Should I come back later when you're more stable?"

When I asked, Ismera slowly shook her head.

"If you've come all this way, you must have some important business..."

"Then I'll sit here."

I brought over a small folding chair and sat down. Nierta stood up.

"I'll wait outside then. You two can talk."

"Stay with me, Nierta..."

Ismera grabbed Nierta's wrist.

"I need you beside me..."

Nierta looked at me with reluctance.

"It's fine. What I have to say can be heard by both of you."

"Then... excuse me."

After Nierta perched on the edge of the bed next to Ismera, I asked Ismera:

"Professor Ismera. Why this sudden resignation? Did something happen?"

"What does it matter to you whether I quit my professorship or not, Professor Dian? And I'm no longer a professor."

"You're still a professor since the Principal hasn't accepted your resignation yet. In fact, right now you're absent without leave and have abandoned your post."

"Is that what you came all this way to tell me? And how did you even get here?"

"Professor Orendi opened a dimensional gate for me. But more importantly, why are you really resigning? We need to know the reason before we can accept or reject your resignation."

Ismera's eyes twitched before she closed them again.

Then, with a sigh, she whispered:

"Because I no longer have a reason to stay at the Academy... That's why I left..."

"Why? You're such an important person at the Academy."

"Am I? The 2nd Princess doesn't seem to think so."

Ismera let out a self-deprecating laugh at the end of her words.

Hearing this, I suddenly had a strange feeling.

"Professor Ismera... Did you perhaps overhear my conversation with Kaiden during the competition?"

Ismera opened her eyes slightly to look at me, then closed them again and nodded slightly.

"I didn't eavesdrop on purpose. The Dark Elves suddenly came, and I was going to inform Professor Dian when I happened to overhear."

"I see..."

I never imagined Ismera would have heard that conversation.

So that's why she looked so devastated even after winning first place in the competition.

"The mage Kaiden is coming to take my position. Then it's only right that I leave. How could a mere elf compete with a genius mage from the Demon King Assassination Task Force?"

Ismera smiled and shook her head.

"Isn't it better to leave on my own than to be shamefully driven out?"

"How much of that conversation did you hear?"

"Up to the part where the Security Office wanted to appoint Kaiden as my successor. There's no point in hearing the rest anyway."

"I see. Well, Kaiden is coming as the Head Professor of Theory. The personnel order has been issued."

I took out the personnel order from my pocket, but Ismera turned her head away as if she couldn't bear to look at it.

"How much further do you need to drag me down before you're satisfied?"

Ismera said sharply while avoiding my gaze.

"If that was your intention all along, you should have just let me resign and leave. Why come all the way here to drive in the final nail? If you're trying to get revenge for how I've treated you, then congratulations, you've succeeded. My heart is already torn to..."

"Please listen to what I have to say completely. Kaiden is becoming the Head Professor of Theory, and Professor Ismera, you've been promoted to Vice Principal."

I interrupted her words and waved the order.

"Vice Principal...?"

"You probably won't believe me if I say more, so see for yourself."

Ismera took the order, read it carefully, and nodded.

"It really says Vice Principal..."

"I told Kaiden at that time not to accept the offer. I said there was already an excellent Head Professor of Theory. So instead of recruiting Kaiden as Head Professor, the Security Office promoted you to Vice Principal."

"That's wonderful, Ismera."

Nierta took Ismera's hand.

"You've always wanted to become Principal. Vice Principal is right below Principal, right? With a little more effort, you can definitely become Principal."

Ismera looked down at the order and handed it back to me.

"Do you believe me now? From now on, Professor Ismera will never be unfairly dismissed."

Though she said nothing, her hands were trembling slightly.

"And this might be a bit late to mention, but I have absolutely no intention of becoming Principal."

"What...?"

"Originally, the Security Office wanted me to become Principal, but I refused. I didn't even want to be a professor, but due to various complicated circumstances, I ended up here partly by choice and partly not. So I'm not your competitor. Rather, I'd prefer if you quickly became Principal or whatever you wish."

Ismera looked at me with an incredulous expression.

"But as long as Principal Kirrin is there, you absolutely cannot become Principal. Please don't take this the wrong way. This isn't because you lack ability, but because Principal Kirrin has the Emperor's protection. You must know about the Nemara Clan."

"I do..."

"Regarding Principal Kirrin, even the 2nd Princess can't do anything unless the Emperor changes his mind. It's like a natural disaster that can't be overcome by individual will. So I'm not sure if I should say this, but I hope you don't stress too much about it."

After a silence, Ismera slowly opened her mouth.

"Why are you only saying this now..."

She paused briefly to compose herself, then continued in a somewhat agitated tone.

"Why only now? Did you suddenly feel sorry for me? Would it have hurt to tell me earlier? Or did you want me to suffer more?"

"To be honest, yes. I do feel sorry for you."

Ismera's eyes widened slightly.

"I had no intention of helping you from the beginning. But that doesn't mean I wanted you to suffer. It's just that."

I carefully chose my words.

"It's just that I had no particular interest in you during my early appointment. Your actions toward me didn't really make much of an impression. What I mean is..."

"You're saying I wasn't even worth the effort to care about or try to win over."

Since that wasn't wrong, I just smiled.

When an excavator digs the ground, it doesn't notice a mole's protests.

And it doesn't bother explaining the necessity of construction or asking for understanding from the mole.

Similarly, I didn't pay attention to the complaints of a mere elf.

So even though I thought I should properly talk to her someday, whenever something else came up, I immediately forgot about it.

Having fought countless fierce and dangerous enemies during the war, dealing with the hostility of a prickly elf like Ismera, and trying to understand and comfort such an elf, was a very low-priority and trivial issue.

And my urgent task was to normalize the Academy so that Kirrin could gain recognition from the 2nd Princess.

Some might condemn me as garbage for this, but people have their own capacities, common sense, and boundaries.

While I was lost in these thoughts, Ismera asked me:

"If I meant nothing to you... why have you come all this way now to tell me these things...?"

"Because I've only recently realized what a wonderful person you are, Professor."

Ismera opened her mouth slightly, as if shocked.

"You are arrogant and proud. You disliked me just for being appointed and showed your hostility without hesitation."

I continued with a faint smile.

"But while preparing for the competition, seeing you up close, I realized: you are competent, diligent, and infinitely kind and affectionate to your students."

Ismera's eyes darted around, not knowing where to look.

"That came across as a great charm to me."

"What?!"

"You're a good person, Professor."

"What on earth are you saying?!"

Ismera shouted and backed away.

"Calm down, Ismera! Professor Dian isn't making that kind of proposal to you."

Nierta grabbed the startled Ismera and turned to me.

"I apologize on her behalf, Dian. We elves rarely compliment each other. The sincere expression of admiration you just made is something we would only use when courting someone..."

Ah, so it was a misunderstanding from cultural and customary differences. Nothing serious.

"I apologize, Professor Ismera. I didn't mean it that way. I just meant that I consider you a good person, one human being to another."

But as Ismera continued to clutch her rapidly rising and falling chest, unable to calm down easily, I thought I should step outside for a moment.

"Anyway, Professor Ismera. Congratulations on becoming Vice Principal. Please return to the Academy. I will ensure that the Security Office cannot touch you. I'll wait outside, so please give me your answer when you've gathered your thoughts."

"W-wait a moment!"

Just as I was getting up from my chair, Ismera called me back.

"There's one thing I still don't understand in this conversation."

"Go ahead."

"You keep talking as if you can control the Security Office. Do you have any basis for that?"

"It may be hard to believe, but yes. Aren't you suspicious about how I can have private conversations with Kaiden, who's from the Demon King Assassination Task Force?"

Ismera gave me a look demanding explanation.

"I told you before. During the war, I worked as a member of the Demon King Assassination Task Force alongside Lord Linus."

"You did say that. Of course, I didn't believe it. It's nonsense. All the members of the Demon King Assassination Task Force became influential figures, so why are you working as a mere professor? Besides, the Imperial Castle made such a fuss about the Task Force's achievements, but your name was never mentioned."

"Um, Ismera..."

Nierta cautiously spoke up.

"Ten years ago, when the Great Forest was attacked by the Demon King's army."

Nierta spoke in a gentle tone, as if soothing her.

"Don't you remember? Lord Linus and another human came to save our Great Forest. They disappeared after the war ended."

"Why are you bringing this up now?"

"That human was Dian."

Ismera let out a hollow laugh as if telling Nierta not to joke.

"Nierta..."

"It's true. Lord Linus is in the Great Forest right now. He came with Dian, who wanted to meet you."

"Lord Linus came...?"

"If necessary, we can get Lord Linus to testify. That Dian is one of our clan's saviors."

Ismera stared at Nierta with an expression of disbelief.

"Then perhaps..."

"That's right, Ismera. The one who rescued you when you were trapped in the fire and unconscious was him."
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"L-Liar..."

As Ismera stammered, Nierta shook her head.

"It's not a lie. It's the truth."

"That can't be... It's impossible..."

"Ismera."

"Why is everyone doing this..."

Ismera swatted away Nierta's hand as she tried to hold hers.

"Why are you doing this to me... Please stop, really... Why are you all so desperate to torment me..."

"That's not what I meant..."

"No!!"

Ismera ran out of the tent.

"Huh? Professor!"

"No, Sir Dian."

Nierta came out after me as I was about to chase after Ismera and stopped me.

"Don't follow her. Let Ismera be alone right now."

"Will she be alright?"

"She'll be fine. Right now, Ismera isn't acting this way because she doesn't believe your identity, but because she can't accept it."

"Is that so... It doesn't seem like there's anything to accept or not. It's just a fact."

"Not for Ismera. Because Ismera disliked you, Sir Dian."

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

"From Ismera's perspective, this must be maddening. The person she's been hating all this time turns out to be the one who saved her life."

"I see."

"Ismera is strict with herself, sensitive, and lacks flexibility in her personality."

Nierta smiled gently.

"She must be feeling regret and guilt about how she's treated you, self-loathing, and anger and confusion about this tangled situation."

"Hmm, yes..."

"Ismera has always been like that. Leave her be for now. Give her time to sort things out and understand her own feelings."

"I suppose so..."

Following Nierta's suggestion, I watched Ismera's retreating figure as she disappeared into the forest.

I wonder where she's going.

# # # # #

About ten years ago, that summer was exceptionally hot.

Outside the Great Forest, war was raging between demons and humans, and those patrolling the forest occasionally brought news of battles occurring on the outskirts.

However, the elves didn't feel particularly threatened by this.

The Great Forest was located within the vast Tiraelen Forest, and there was no reason for demons, humans, or any other intelligent species to come all the way here to start a battle.

This Great Forest of Tiraelen was a safe and cozy sanctuary from the rough and barbaric world outside.

So young Ismera, rather than feeling fear or terror about the war, only complained about the intense summer heat.

"It's so hot. I wonder if I might melt."

"Melt? Then I'll have to put you in a pretty bottle and keep you on a shelf."

When Ismera, who had her feet in the pond, grumbled, her friend Nierta laughed brightly.

This was a small pond in the forest, far from the Great Forest.

It was a secret place known only to Ismera and Nierta, where they often came to escape the nagging of the tribe's adults.

"I'm not joking. It's really hot. I don't want to do anything and I'm just irritated."

"But heat isn't necessarily bad, Ismera. When summer is hot, fruits become sweeter."

"It wasn't this hot last year, but the fruits were still sweet."

"Then this year they'll be even sweeter than last year."

Ismera couldn't help but smile at Nierta's endlessly positive attitude.

Unlike other strict and rigid elves, Nierta had an unusually gentle and kind personality.

She was an inseparable best friend to the sensitive Ismera.

"By the way, war in this weather. I really can't understand. Did they go crazy from the heat?"

"It was a war that had to break out eventually."

Nierta said, looking around the forest.

"The outside species don't enjoy abundance like we do. So they take from each other."

"Hmph. If they ate fruits and plants like us, everyone could be happy."

"That might work for us, but if other species ate like that, they'd probably lose strength and die. If you saw demons or orcs, you'd forget that thought immediately."

"Why? What are they like?"

"You've seen the ogres living in the forest, right? They're just a bit smaller than that."

"That's supposed to be an intelligent species? Isn't that almost a monster?! You're lying to me!"

"It's true! Look over there. They look just like..."

Nierta stopped mid-sentence as she pointed across the pond.

Huge silhouettes flashed between the trees.

With their keen elven eyesight, Ismera and Nierta quickly realized they were armed soldiers with goat-like horns on their heads.

"D-Demons..."

"Ismera. Get up. Quickly...!"

Nierta jumped up and roughly pulled Ismera to her feet.

Hot flames began to rise behind the elves as they fled toward the Great Forest.

"Gasp?!"

Ismera woke with a start, twisting her body and opening her eyes quickly.

After catching her breath and looking around hastily, she leaned back against the tree with a sigh of relief.

She was now at a small pond on the outskirts, away from the Great Forest.

It was the secret pond where she and Nierta used to hide from the nagging of the Great Forest elders when they were young.

After leaving the tent, she had run mindlessly and unconsciously ended up here.

The pond, which had completely dried up during the Demon King's army's attack ten years ago, was fortunately filled with water again.

Of course, it wasn't as beautiful as it had been then, sparkling like a hidden gem amidst the thick undergrowth.

This was a place she always visited to soak her feet when she needed peace of mind.

That's why Ismera had sat down by the pond, leaned against a tree to catch her breath, and carelessly fallen asleep.

It had been around noon when she left the tent, but now it was already late evening with dusk settling in.

Considering it was late summer, quite a lot of time must have passed.

I should head back now...

But Ismera couldn't bring herself to get up.

The thought of returning and facing Dian again made her inner self churn like a stormy sea.

Dian was the one who saved me back then...

Thinking about it, it made sense.

Dian had already told her the truth several times, both directly and indirectly.

And during the competition, Professor Dian and the mage Kaiden had conversed comfortably as if they had known each other for a very long time.

But at that time, Ismera was too shocked by her job reassignment to have the capacity to question it.

Plus, there was Nierta's testimony. And if needed, Lord Linus's verification as well.

Ismera might be proud and not particularly sociable, but she wasn't stubborn enough to ignore what was clearly in front of her.

Rather, being more rational than emotional, by this point Ismera was already starting to believe that Dian's words weren't just fabrications.

However, the reason she ran away instead of thanking Dian was simply because it was Dian.

Ismera disliked Dian.

From his first appointment, Dian had upset Ismera with his various eccentricities, and the fact that all those eccentricities brought good results made her even more frustrated.

To Ismera, a rigid elf, Dian was an unruly human who used the Imperial Castle and Security Office as backing to take shortcuts through everything with cunning.

She had complaints about his every action, and his very existence made her uncomfortable.

How could she not dislike someone like that suddenly appearing and standing in her way?

But now to learn that he was the person to whom she owed her life—this was a paradox she simply couldn't accept.

If only she hadn't known, or if she could have continued hating him without ever learning this truth, it would have been better, she thought fleetingly.

Ismera's thoughts scattered in all directions, unable to settle in one place, and her emotions became hopelessly entangled.

Everything she had believed in, and all her feelings of hatred toward Dian, had shattered in an instant.

She felt suffocated by the guilt rising from deep within her.

She tried to shake off the confused thoughts, but the more she tried, the more questions and self-reproach flooded in.

Ismera felt as if all the words and actions she had directed at Dian were coming back like a boomerang to pierce her.

All the anger and contempt she had poured on him had now transformed into self-accusation, lodging deep in her heart.

Ismera felt she could no longer bear this situation.

All her past actions now seemed to interrogate her, and that pressure was choking her.

What should I do now?

Obviously, I should go apologize to Dian for my past behavior and ask for forgiveness.

But Ismera couldn't do that.

She felt that the moment she bowed her head to Dian, the heavy karma would crush and burst her.

She felt she couldn't handle the consequences of all she had done to Dian.

Maybe I should just... run away...

She hadn't planned to stay in the Great Forest permanently anyway.

She had come just for a brief rest before transferring elsewhere, so it wouldn't be a great loss to leave for another city right away.

But still, I should go back to Dian...

Ismera had always hoped to find the person who saved her that day ten years ago.

She had thought that if she ever met them again, she would definitely repay them for saving her life.

And today, she had met that person.

So she should go back...

"I believe it was around here."

Just then, a voice was heard.

"This is where Dian rescued the unconscious professor from the flames."

Looking up, she saw a blond man standing there.

Ismera knew who this man was.

There wasn't a citizen in the Empire who didn't recognize his face.

"Lord Linus...?"

Linus was looking up at the star-filled night sky with his hands behind his back.
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"H-how did you get here...?"

"Nierta told me. She said Professor Ismera would probably be here. Apparently, this was a place you two used to visit often when you were younger."

"That's right... But Lord Linus, why did you come all the way here...?"

"When you didn't return until so late, Dian asked me to find you. He said you'd be uncomfortable if he came himself."

At the mention of Dian's name, Ismera lowered her head.

"I can't deny that..."

Linus looked down at Ismera quietly before asking, "Professor. Let's talk. About Dian's life at the academy."

"Professor Dian...?"

"Yes. As you already know, Dian and I are very old friends. And Dian is currently serving as an academy professor—a position he didn't particularly want—in my place. So wouldn't I be curious about how he's living at the academy?"

"I suppose so..."

After hesitating for a moment, Ismera began to talk about Dian at the academy.

"Professor Dian was surrounded by rumors from the moment he arrived. At that time, there were rumors that Lord Linus might become the principal candidate. But Lord Linus didn't come, and instead someone with no credentials appeared."

"The academy must have been bewildered."

"Exactly. Moreover, Principal Kirrin was already packing to go home, but suddenly Professor Dian arrived and said he had no intention of becoming the principal, which confused everyone. Some professors even investigated Dian's background, but found nothing. Just that he had lived for ten years in a port city far from the capital without any particular occupation. And even that information came from his own mouth. In reality, they couldn't discover anything."

Ismera shook her head as if disgusted.

"It was the first time I realized that the Imperial Castle could so thoroughly erase a person's traces if they wanted to."

"Truly chilling."

"So at the academy, some speculated that Professor Dian might be from the Assassination Task Force like some of the Combat Department professors, or even—though it sounds far-fetched—a secret prince hidden by the Imperial Castle."

Linus laughed softly at the mention of a secret prince.

"With such a powerful first impression, Professor Dian turned the academy upside down from day one."

Ismera brought up the story of how Dian had indiscriminately fired attack spells at the graduating class.

At that time, Kirrin nearly fainted, while the Combat Department, experiencing realistic training for the first time, was extremely excited.

Most students also responded positively to Professor Dian's bold actions.

Afterward, Dian resumed all practical training, renovated the neglected training grounds, and even succeeded in recruiting an infirmary priest, which everyone had thought impossible.

He attracted shops to the campus, captured wild horses for practical training, and even caught a live troll for potion-making practice.

Not only that, he pushed forward with the long-delayed special student selection, acquiring an outstanding student named Sophie, and achieved numerous accomplishments, including winning first place in a competition.

"He was surprisingly diligent. I thought he would just occupy the position without doing anything."

Ismera shook her head at Linus's words.

"Not at all. Professor Dian always did his best. On the surface, he seemed careless and indifferent, but he always moved in ways that developed the academy and produced results no one expected. And through it all, Professor Dian never asked for anything in return..."

Ismera suddenly fell silent.

Without realizing it, she had been praising Dian.

After all her misunderstandings and ill feelings toward Dian had disappeared, and as she explained his actions with her own words, Ismera was finally able to judge everything objectively.

Yes, that's right. Professor Dian always did his best.

He pushed through things that the principal opposed and others said couldn't be done, and in the end, he accomplished them.

Yet Dian never wanted anything in return for what he did.

He had no intention of becoming principal, nor did he use his achievements as a stepping stone to advance to the Imperial Castle.

Despite receiving overwhelming support from the academy staff and students, he neither became arrogant nor wielded power, but just lounged around as usual, like a slacker.

He would have all-night drinking sessions disguised as dinners with the Combat Department professors at bars, and whenever he had time, he would buy strawberry cream cakes at dessert cafes.

He would walk around campus with a wooden practice sword at his waist, joke with students, and occasionally tease Ismera when they met.

Nevertheless, Dian always did his best. Truly, truly a strange person... an amazing person...

That's the kind of person he was, but I... blinded by my own greed... treated him so harshly...

Yet Professor Dian never once got angry with me...

Even though I was just a powerless elf who acted terribly despite already owing him my life...

Even though he could have gotten rid of someone like me if he wanted to...

Yet Professor Dian not only didn't get angry, but actually helped me...

What have I done to such a person...?

Ismera began to sob quietly.

"Professor."

Seeing Ismera's trembling shoulders, Linus spoke.

"As you said, Dian doesn't expect anything in return for what he does. Nor does he boast about it. That's why he's lived contentedly as an unknown hero until now."

Ismera nodded silently through her tears.

"That's the kind of person Dian is. Despite performing heroic deeds that no one would acknowledge, he's satisfied simply seeing the people he saved living well. He has that kind of simple personality."

Linus continued, raising his gaze to the star-filled sky.

"Honestly, I still don't fully understand Dian. If he were an ordinary person, it would have been difficult to live that way. Because he never received proper compensation or rewards for what he did. But Dian remains detached from such things, as if he were some kind of sage. Yet the funny thing is, when you get to know him closely, he's not quite the paragon of virtue you might imagine."

Linus's voice, as he spoke of Dian, was tinged with deep affection and respect.

"Professor. You must be very confused right now, aren't you? Because the person you disliked turned out to be your savior. You want to repay him, but your past actions toward Dian are holding you back."

"That's right... I don't know what to do..."

"If you don't mind, I'll offer some advice."

Ismera looked up at Linus with her tear-stained face.

"Go to Dian and tell him you're sorry for what happened before. And thank him for saving you."

"But to end it with just that seems..."

"Not at all. If you say you're sorry, Dian will say it's fine, and if you thank him, he'll acknowledge it. And he might even thank you in return."

"Thank me...?"

"As I've already told you, Dian finds fulfillment in seeing the people he saved living well. It's the only reward he seeks. If someone he risked his life to save dies or lives miserably, then his sacrifice and devotion become worthless."

Suddenly, the scene from that time unfolded before Ismera's eyes.

Fireballs rained down, streams and ponds boiled and evaporated, and already burned grass sent up plumes of ash.

Smoke blacker than the night sky covered the entire view, and the terrible heat made it impossible to breathe.

A hellish landscape where the entire world Ismera knew was burning to ashes.

In the middle of it all was Dian, running.

With a black mask wrapped around his face to avoid the smoke, a sword in one hand, and Ismera tucked under his arm.

Crack—as a burning giant tree collapsed, Dian narrowly avoided it with a leap.

"Stay awake! Don't close your eyes!"

Landing on the ground, Dian slapped Ismera's cheek rather hard when he saw her eyes growing dim.

"My head feels fuzzy..."

"If you sleep now, you'll die! I'll definitely save you, so don't give up!"

After steadying Ismera, Dian started running again.

But the flames had already spread over several kilometers in radius. No matter how fast they ran, it wasn't easy to escape.

If he were alone, he might somehow break through the flames, but he had a young elf who was hovering between life and death after inhaling too much smoke.

I need to evacuate in the safest way possible.

But even that wasn't easy.

"Damn it all."

When a giant tree fell horizontally, blocking their path with no way to jump over it, Dian sharply changed direction.

But the alternate escape route was also blocked by collapse.

The trees, weakened after the forest fire had been burning for a long time, were collapsing simultaneously like dominoes.

Crack—crack—boom!

"Dian! Where are you? Answer if you can hear me!"

At that moment, Linus's voice came from somewhere beyond the wall of flames.

"I'm here! Can you get through?"

"It looks difficult! There are too many obstacles in between!"

After thinking for a moment, Dian picked up Ismera.

"Kid, have you ever flown before?"

Dian asked, gauging the direction of the voice.

"I'm going to throw you over there now. Don't be scared. The blond mister will catch you safely. Linus!"

Dian shouted.

"I'm throwing the child! Catch her well!"

"What are you planning to do?"

"I can't jump over with the child! I'll get her out first!"

"Damn it... throw her!"

Dian looked at Ismera with a smile.

"Now, you're going to fly through the air."

"What about you, mister...?"

"Don't worry about me, I can manage. And even if I die here, don't blame yourself and live on. That's how you repay me."

"Mister..."

"Just because the Great Forest has fallen doesn't mean the world has ended. So never despair or give up on living."

"Dian! If you're going to throw her, do it quickly! It's dangerous here too!!"

When Linus shouted, Dian lifted Ismera high above his shoulder.

"Here we go! Farewell! No need for thanks!!"

Dian threw Ismera with all his might.

Flying backward with her head tilted back, Ismera looked back at Dian, who was left alone, through blurry eyes.

But several fiercely burning giant trees had already collapsed on top of Dian in an instant.

"After that, Dian escaped on his own. Immediately after escaping, he went to attack the Demon King's engineering corps that were following the special unit, then joined up with me and was deployed to another battlefield."

"I'm sorry, Professor Dian..."

Ismera curled up and burst into tears.

"I'm so sorry... What have I done to you, mister..."

Looking at Ismera, Linus spoke with conviction.

"You want to repay Dian, don't you? Then go back and tell him. That you're sorry. That you're grateful. That you're living well thanks to him. That is the repayment for Dian's salvation and the apology for your behavior all this time."

# # # # #

Too much time had passed.

Nierta had clearly said that Ismera would be at the pond on the outskirts of the Great Forest, and it seemed like it was time for her to return.

Could that elf, Ismera, have run away somewhere again?

"Professor Dian..."

Just then, a voice came from the darkness.

Turning around, there was Ismera standing between the trees.
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Right after Ismera had fled from the tent.

I decided to help the elves at Nierta's suggestion.

The elves' task was rebuilding the Great Forest.

It was an enormous project to restore the Great Forest to its original state after it had been completely burned down by the Demon King's army's fire attacks ten years ago.

I call it an enormous project because the trees that were burned in the Great Forest had lifespans of thousands of years.

Even though elves live long lives, the current generation would likely never see it restored to its former glory.

Nevertheless, the elves would never abandon their mission halfway.

To the elves, their Great Forest was their entire world.

That's why they fought against the Demon King's army despite having the chance to escape, suffering tremendous casualties.

I have no doubt that they will eventually restore the Great Forest, even if it takes several generations.

"This way, Sir Dian!"

Following Nierta, I came to a place where several carts were parked.

The carts were loaded with fairly large saplings, bags of fertilizer, and large glass bottles that looked like potions.

"What are these? Potions?"

"They're plant nutrients."

When I pointed at the glass bottles, Nierta explained.

"Potions would be better, but we can't afford them. We mix a little of this with fertilizer and spread it around."

"I see. But I'm curious, where does all this funding come from?"

"We receive support from the Imperial Castle, and some of our clan members go to human cities to earn money. Like Ismera."

"Ah, I see..."

So she's like a breadwinner for her family.

"Of course, Ismera went further and wanted to become the Principal, and that's where the conflict began."

"This is the first time I've heard about this. I only just learned that Professor Ismera is from Tiraelen."

"Ismera doesn't usually talk about herself to others. Among our clan, I'm the only one who exchanges letters with her after she left for the human city."

Nierta smiled and hoisted a bag of fertilizer onto her shoulder.

However, the fertilizer bag was heavy, and the elf's body was slender, causing Nierta to stagger as if she might fall at any moment.

"Let me take that."

"It's fine. I need to do at least this much. As you can see, we have very few male elves."

As Nierta said, most of the elves wandering around the tent village were female.

Male elves leave the Great Forest as soon as they reach adulthood to lead nomadic lives.

They wander aimlessly across the continent, stopping at any Great Forest to father children before moving on again.

The children born this way are raised communally—daughters remain in the Great Forest while sons wander like their fathers.

From a human perspective, it's truly a strange culture and custom, but elves and humans are fundamentally different races from the beginning.

"Come this way. We'll spread fertilizer here."

With bags of fertilizer on both shoulders, I followed Nierta and spread it on the pre-tilled soil.

Nierta then thoroughly soaked it with nutrients and stirred it with a shovel.

This is much simpler than I expected.

I was never involved in farming in my previous life, so I'm not sure if this is the correct mixing method.

Meanwhile, several elves were struggling to pull a plow nearby.

A few male elves who had wandered into this Great Forest were pulling from the front like oxen, while female elves pushed the plow from behind.

"They're plowing the land."

"Wouldn't it be better to buy an ox to pull it?"

"There's nothing for cows to eat in this forest. And besides, using animals for labor is a bit..."

Typical elves. If this were Earth, they would have been protesting with picket signs at all-you-can-eat meat buffets.

"Waaah?!"

Just then, the male elves pulling the plow lost their footing, causing all the female elves pushing from behind to fall over in a chaotic heap.

It doesn't make sense in the first place for delicate elves to pull a plow meant for strong livestock.

"Step aside. I'll do it."

After asking the elves to move away, I secured the yoke firmly around my waist.

"It's Sir Dian...!"

The surrounding elves flocked to me.

They were all incredibly beautiful women with blonde hair and green eyes, just like Ismera and Nierta.

"I'm going to pull the plow now. I need people to press down on it. About ten should do. Any volunteers?"

"Me! I'll do it!"

The elves scrambled onto the plow like children eager to ride an amusement park attraction.

Once the plow was sufficiently weighted down, I exerted my strength and started running forward.

KWAGWAGWAK!!

"Kyaaah!"

As the plow tore through the earth and moved smoothly forward, the elves riding it screamed as if they were surfing.

"This is fun!"

After going back and forth several times, a large field ready for immediate cultivation appeared in no time.

"You're really strong."

The elves, with their hair disheveled by the wind, crowded around me after getting off the plow.

"Could Sir Dian alone do the work of several wandering men?"

"What are you saying right now?"

The elves giggled and made a fuss.

"Sir Dian, are you staying here for a few days?"

"Well, this isn't a vacation, so I think I need to return today."

"Then we need to hurry."

One elf shouted.

"Anyone who wants their intimate places plowed by Sir Dian, line up!"

"Don't joke like that! Sir Dian is human!"

"I'd be fine with a half-elf, what about me? Besides, it's not like you'll definitely get pregnant from doing it!"

"Then I want to be cultivated too!"

They joked and laughed among themselves, creating quite a commotion.

Are these really elves? Perhaps they only pretend to be dignified outside the forest.

"Everyone be quiet!"

Suddenly, Nierta raised her voice.

"Have you forgotten the Oath of the World Tree after just ten years?"

The elves fell silent and glanced at each other awkwardly.

"It was just a joke, Nierta."

"There are jokes, and then there are inappropriate jokes."

When Nierta spoke firmly, the elves dispersed, grumbling.

What is this Oath of the World Tree that makes them act this way?

"I apologize, Sir Dian. Let me apologize on their behalf."

Nierta turned to me and bowed her head.

"Everyone has been tending to the forest for ten years without much entertainment. In the midst of that, our savior who disappeared has returned, so they're all quite excited. Plus, you're human but exceptionally handsome, so they're all a bit thrilled."

"Huh? Haha. Yes. It's fine."

"Thank you for understanding."

Nierta looked around and then leaned in close to whisper to me.

"Sir Dian. Some elves might make certain proposals to you privately."

"Proposals? What kind?"

"Like asking you to bathe together."

"What?"

"To human eyes, elves may appear extremely beautiful, but you must absolutely, absolutely not give in."

"I understand..."

"I'm serious."

Nierta emphasized with force in her voice.

"No matter how tempted you might be, please exercise self-control. I trust you, Sir Dian."

"Yes, well... Actually, I came here to bring Professor Ismera back, so I have no intention of doing anything inappropriate..."

Nierta visibly relaxed with relief.

"That's fortunate then. Oaths are precious things."

"Speaking of which, what exactly is this Oath of the World Tree?"

"I'll tell you when the time is right. Not now."

It must be some kind of clan secret. I shouldn't pry further.

"Anyway, Sir Dian. Please remember what I told you. This is also for Ismera's sake."

"Professor Ismera? I don't understand, but alright."

After that, Nierta made me promise several more times.

What on earth is this Oath of the World Tree?

# # # # #

I helped the elves until sunset.

Afterward, as Nierta had advised, I rejected all the elves who invited me to bathe together and fled to Linus.

"These elves are too aggressive."

"They're all excited and thrilled because you came."

"And yet outside the forest, they pretend to be noble and mysterious while looking down on other races."

"What can you do? Since you saved them, you'll have to endure this level of affection and courtship."

"You must have been uncomfortable at first too?"

"Not at all. This is my second visit, and I came with Celine the first time. By the way."

Linus looked at the darkening western sky.

"Professor Ismera is quite late. Should we go look for her? Nierta did suggest some places she might be."

"If I go now, she'll really run away. Can you go instead?"

"Yes, that would be better."

So Linus went out beyond the Great Forest, and quite a long time passed.

I picked up a fallen branch from the ground and swung it around while waiting for Ismera to return.

As the sky grew completely dark and stars began to appear, I worried that Ismera might have already left the forest and gone elsewhere.

She had become Vice Principal, and I had assured her that I wasn't an obstacle to her career advancement. I even promised to prevent the Security Office from reassigning or firing her later...

But that's not the issue for Ismera right now.

If Ismera has gone far away, what should I do?

Should I bring her back, or should I respect her wishes?

If I don't bring Ismera back, Kirrin might faint.

"Professor Dian..."

While I was lost in these thoughts, I heard a voice.

When I turned around, Ismera was standing between the trees.
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"Professor Ismera. I was worried you wouldn't come."

I smiled as I tossed aside the branch I had been wielding, and Ismera forced a smile in return.

"I just needed to clear my head a bit..."

Ismera hesitantly approached me.

"You're... sweating a lot..."

"I was helping out with some work while you were clearing your head. If I want to earn my meal, I should do my part."

I made a joke, but Ismera didn't laugh.

"You could have bathed in the stream..."

"From what I saw earlier today, that seems like it would be a bad idea around here?"

"I see..."

Ismera nodded slowly, seemingly understanding what I meant.

"Have you made your decision? Principal Kirrin must be waiting anxiously."

Instead of answering my question, Ismera quietly spoke.

"Well..."

But she trailed off and remained silent for a while with her head bowed.

"Well... I'm sorry."

Just as I was about to ask again, Ismera suddenly bowed deeply at the waist.

"I apologize for all my rudeness until now. I was late because I was thinking about how to properly apologize..."

"Ah, yes. You could just apologize normally, no need to go that far."

"No. What I did was too much... I didn't think a casual apology would be sufficient."

Ismera said this while maintaining her deep bow.

"Though it may sound like an excuse, I didn't dislike Professor Dian personally. It's just that..."

Here, Ismera couldn't continue and began to fumble for words, so I finished her thought.

"You resented the Combat Department Head with imperial connections who was an obstacle to your advancement to Principal. Not the person, but the position."

"That's right..."

Ismera bowed her head even lower.

"I know this apology isn't enough. But above all else, an apology should come first... Please forgive me... Please..."

"Hmm, should I forgive you?"

As I smiled and stroked my chin, Ismera's shoulders trembled silently.

"Alright. I'm in a good mood. I'll forgive you!"

"Th-thank you..."

Ismera kept bowing so deeply that her forehead nearly touched her knees.

In all my life, I've never seen an elf begging like this to a human.

"And also..."

Still with her head bowed, Ismera stammered.

"Th-thank you... for saving me..."

"Ah, yes. Well, that was just the natural thing to do."

"Foolishly... I didn't recognize you... and repaid your kindness with hostility..."

"I was wearing a mask then. And I didn't recognize you either. You were just a tiny little thing back then, but elves grow up so quickly."

"Regardless of the reason, I apologize... If only I had realized sooner..."

Ismera's voice began to grow moist with emotion.

"Things would have been different... If someone could send me back in time with magic... the first thing I'd do is slap my past self for treating Professor Dian so harshly..."

"Don't blame yourself too much. These things happen."

"I'm truly sorry... I'm so sorry..."

"It's okay. I've accepted your apology."

When I gently patted Ismera's shoulder, she collapsed to her knees.

"I'm so sorry, Professor... I couldn't repay your kindness for saving me... I couldn't keep Mister's words to never give up or despair..."

Ismera pressed her hands to the ground and let her tears fall.

"I wanted to become Principal... Once I had to leave the forest for the city, I wanted to go all the way to the top... But no matter how hard I struggled, I kept treading water..."

Oh dear...

"I wanted to kill Kirrin... I hated that she was above me just because of her background, even though she did nothing... With lower academic credentials and less ability than me... just because she had good parents..."

Ismera shook her head violently.

"Still, I tried not to give up! I told myself that Kirrin would eventually step down... that I should be patient and do my best in my current position... But then suddenly you were appointed..."

Stopping there, Ismera took several deep breaths.

"I'm sorry, Mister... Far from becoming an admirable person... I've just been consumed by jealousy... and in the end, I gave up everything, fell into despair, and ran away like a coward... deluding myself that the world didn't want me to succeed..."

Curled up with her forehead pressed to the ground, Ismera's shoulders shook as she wept.

"I'm sorry... I originally wanted to thank you... But I'm just sorry for everything, Mister..."

After watching Ismera for a moment, I sighed.

"Ismera."

I knelt on one knee and placed my hand on her hunched back.

"I understand your apology, and I appreciate your thanks. But actually, I'm the one who should be thanking you right now."

I stroked her trembling back as I spoke.

"Thank you for becoming such an amazing person."

"That's not true... I'm a failure..."

"How are you a failure? You earned your Advanced Master's degree in less than ten years after coming to the city. That's incredibly impressive, isn't it?"

"It's not..."

"What are you talking about! Others spend twenty years and might not even succeed, but you did it without any basic education. You did well. It's remarkable."

I continued stroking her back as I spoke.

"And this might be criticizing my superior, but... I heard that since the academy's founding, you've essentially been acting as Vice Principal in Kirrin's place, leading the academy."

"I only did that to get in the good graces of the Intelligence Office..."

"Just because your motivation wasn't pure doesn't mean the results should be dismissed. And it's not something anyone without considerable dedication would even attempt."

Ismera's sobbing and trembling gradually began to subside.

"Plus, I heard you send most of your academy salary as funds for the Great Forest restoration project. I could never imagine doing something like that."

"Everyone else does the same... It's not just me..."

"Are those people also persevering and working diligently in difficult situations like you?"

Ismera didn't answer that.

"You lost the Great Forest, moved to an unfamiliar city, and earned that difficult Advanced Master's degree. Despite having almost no chance of advancement because of a Principal under imperial protection, instead of openly complaining, you diligently maintained the academy and sent all your money to your clan. An ordinary person would have given up and run away long ago."

"But in the end, I ran away too..."

"Running away isn't always bad, Ismera. It's much better than stubbornly holding on until you break. Running away takes courage too. Above all, I don't think I ever asked you not to run and just endure."

Ismera slowly raised her head.

"In situations where others would have thrown everything away asking 'why is this happening only to me?', you've demonstrated your abilities without reservation. So you're not a failure."

"Mister... I..."

"You said it yourself, right? If you had known sooner that I was that person, things would have been different. I feel the same way. What if I had known that you were the elf I saved back then?"

"You probably... would have hated me... thinking I was a monster of an elf who didn't even recognize your kindness..."

"No. I would have embraced you tightly instead. To thank you."

"What...?"

I smiled as I met Ismera's upward gaze.

"I'm grateful to you."

"Grateful to me...?"

"Yes, Ismera. Thank you for growing up so well."

I reached out and stroked her head.

"I was worried that you might be living a listless, meaningless life after losing the Great Forest. If that had been the case, my act of saving you from the flames back then would have been rendered worthless."

A special light appeared in Ismera's green eyes, like stars in the night sky reflected in her pupils.

"When I returned after killing the Demon King, the Imperial Castle offered me various gifts. A noble title, territory, gold coins, and other things I can't remember. But I gave up everything except the money."

"Why...?"

"Because they were meaningless. It's not like you need to kill a Demon King to become a noble or own territory. Titles and lands can be obtained through other means. They couldn't serve as medals for the achievement of killing the Demon King. Of course, I needed the money. I didn't want to work hard to earn it."

I smiled as I added that joke at the end.

"But Ismera, seeing people I saved living well years later is different from those things. That's a reward I could never have received if I hadn't been part of the Demon King Assassination Task Force. There probably aren't many people in this world who can hear someone say 'thank you for saving me ten years ago.'"

"That's true..."

"So thank you. For making what I did meaningful. For proving that my choice back then wasn't wrong."

I grabbed Ismera's shoulders and smiled brightly.

"Saving you back then was truly the right thing to do!"



# # # # #

Dian's radiant smile filled Ismera's vision.

In that moment, as if time had stopped, Ismera forgot even to breathe.

Dian's smile was full of firm conviction and affection, completely dispelling all the self-blame and regret that had been weighing Ismera down.

As his hand touched her shoulder, Ismera realized she was still someone important to someone else.

"Uwaaaaaaahhhh!!"

Ismera threw her arms around Dian and burst into loud sobs like a child.
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Ismera hugged me and began to sob uncontrollably.

It's a bit funny to think this in such a situation, but today is truly a remarkable day.

An elf bowing her head, an elf begging desperately, an elf expressing gratitude and apologies, an elf kneeling down, an elf performing a dogeza, an elf revealing her true feelings, an elf crying her eyes out.

To witness all these rare sights at once—any one of which would be difficult to see in a lifetime.

I wanted to make a joke about it, but Ismera was crying so bitterly that I decided to just gently pat her back instead.

After crying for quite some time, Ismera finally sniffled and pulled away.

"Are you done crying now?"

"Yes. I feel much better..."

"Then get up. Let's head back."

As I tried to support Ismera and help her up, she suddenly grabbed my hand firmly.

"What is it?"

"Mister, would you... like to take a bath with me?!"

"What are you saying all of a sudden?"

When I stared at her blankly, Ismera gazed back at me before suddenly recoiling in shock.

"Did I just say...?"

"You asked me to take a bath with you."

"Eek?!"

She jerked her hand away as if mine were burning hot iron and scrambled backward on her knees.

After retreating quite a distance, Ismera looked at me with a dumbfounded expression and shook her head vigorously.

"I must be crazy... Have I lost my mind..."

"Considering your usual self, you do seem a bit crazy."

"I'm sorry... I was too caught up in my emotions..."

"It's fine. Stop apologizing already. My ears are getting sore."

I smiled, approached her, and helped her to her feet.

"What exactly does bathing together mean to elves anyway? Nierta gave me some serious warnings about it."

"Nierta did? What kind of warnings...?"

"She told me several times to absolutely refuse if any elf asked to bathe with me, to be careful. Said it was all for your sake."

"For my sake...?"

Ismera tilted her head in confusion.

"I don't really know either. Oh, by the way, do you know what the Oath of the World Tree is?"

"The Oath of the World Tree?"

I told her the related story.

When other elves were flirting with me, Nierta had driven them all away with a stern attitude, asking if they had forgotten the Oath of the World Tree.

Then she continued to warn me to be careful around other elves, saying it was for Ismera's sake.

"I asked, but she wouldn't tell me, and Linus didn't seem to know either. I'm curious."

There was no answer, so I looked over to see Ismera hanging her head.

"If it's some kind of clan secret, you don't have to tell me."

But Ismera wasn't refusing to answer.

More precisely, she was speaking, but muttering so quietly I could barely hear.

"The Oath of the World Tree... Nierta, for my sake..."

"What did you say?"

Then Ismera stopped muttering and slowly raised her head.

Her mouth was half-open as she stared into space.

"Are you okay? You look like your soul has left your body."

"Mister..."

Ismera turned her head toward me stiffly, like a broken doll.

"There's somewhere we need to go. Follow me."

"Where are we going?"

Ismera didn't answer but grabbed my wrist and started running.

The place Ismera took me to was deep inside the Great Forest.

Suddenly, an enormously large tree appeared in my view with an overwhelming presence.

Its circumference was so vast it seemed like an entire apartment building could fit inside—truly an absurd size.

This was the World Tree of Tiraelen. The one the elves were willing to die protecting.

Although only the base remained after it had completely burned down ten years ago, it was still truly magnificent.

"Why are we here all of a sudden?"

"Shh."

After looking around carefully, Ismera pulled me toward the lower part of the World Tree.

There was a long vertical crack in the base, wide enough for two carriages to enter side by side.

"Whoa! What is this?!"

I exclaimed in surprise as we entered the World Tree.

There was a forest inside.

Illuminated by moonlight streaming through the open ceiling of the tree trunk, it was a forest.

Trees similar to those outside grew densely, and I could hear the calls of mysterious night birds.

A forest within a tree. A world within a world.

"This is your World Tree. Why did we come here?"

"There's a pond. We'll wash there."

While I was admiring the scenery, Ismera grabbed my wrist.

"Wait a minute. Is this really okay? An outsider bathing inside the elves' World Tree seems like... I don't know, sacrilege."

"It's fine. It's to fulfill the Oath of the World Tree."

"Hmm, I feel like I've become part of something here. Shouldn't you first tell me what this Oath of the World Tree is?"

"Ah, you're right."

Ismera realized her mistake and released my wrist with an expression of sudden realization.

"I'm sorry, Mister. I was so nervous that I acted without thinking."

"It's okay. Just explain."

"The Oath of the World Tree literally means an oath made to the World Tree. Humans have a custom of swearing by the river of the underworld, right? It's something like that."

"Then it's extremely serious? What exactly did you swear?"

However, instead of answering immediately, Ismera blushed and hesitated.

"The Oath of the World Tree must never be broken. It's a kind of deal or contract. If you break the oath, it's nullified, and that becomes irreversible."

Then, instead of giving me the answer I wanted, she suddenly started saying something else.

"I get it. With the words 'World Tree' and 'oath' together, it's obviously something of great importance. So what did you swear to the World Tree, and why are Nierta and the other elves so sensitive about it?"

"You'll help me keep the Oath of the World Tree, right?"

Unlike her usual cool demeanor, Ismera kept saying only what she wanted to say, as if she were deaf.

"Well, yes. Of course I'll help."

"Then..."

Having received my confirmation, Ismera looked around and said:

"Let's wash first..."

"What does bathing have to do with the Oath of the World Tree?"

"It does...!"

"Well, if you say so, I guess it must..."

Perhaps this is some kind of ritual cleansing before performing a ceremony related to the World Tree.

Led by Ismera's hand, we went deeper into the forest within the World Tree.

What could this oath she made possibly be...

We stopped at a small pond.

Seeing the pond reminded me of the small pond near where I first found Ismera unconscious.

It was when I was desperately trying to evacuate the elves from the burning Great Forest after dealing with the special forces that had invaded.

After somehow persuading and intimidating the stubborn old pointy-eared folks who were determined to die with the Great Forest, a small elf child came running to us, crying.

She said her friend had disappeared while they were fleeing and begged us to find her.

The child who asked for our help was Nierta, and the missing friend was Ismera.

After leaving the elves with Linus, I came to this area and found Ismera collapsed from smoke inhalation.

Back then, Ismera was small and light enough to carry under my arm...

Lost in memories of the past, I only belatedly realized that Ismera was saying something.

Ismera was speaking with her hands raised above her head, as if making an offering to the forest, to the World Tree.

"World Tree. I have come to fulfill the oath I made ten years ago!"

Amazingly, the forest emitted a soft green light in response.

"World Tree! May I fulfill the oath I made ten years ago?"

As if answering, the forest glowed and then dimmed.

What is this... It's truly amazing.

It looks almost... divine.

So this is the World Tree that each elf clan possesses...

I understand why they were willing to risk their lives to protect it.

"The World Tree has granted permission. Now please wash yourself. I have some preparations to make."

With those words, Ismera went off to the side, turned her back to me, and crouched down.

Glancing over to see what she was doing, I saw her rummaging through the small crossbody bag she usually carries.

She seemed to be taking something out.

What Ismera pulled out was a small book.

"Let's see, where could it be..."

Ismera muttered while eagerly turning the pages.

"What are you doing?"

"I'm looking for information on how to handle a situation like this."

Now I could see that what Ismera held wasn't a book but a notebook.

I had glimpsed it briefly when we were preparing for the competition—it was like a personal memo where Ismera wrote down important things she shouldn't forget.

It was densely filled with notes on academy administration, theoretical subjects, and so on. When I first saw it, I thought you could probably find almost anything in there, like an encyclopedia.

"Mister. Please wash yourself. We don't have much time."

"Okay. Got it."

I took off all my clothes and entered the pond to wash. Perhaps because it's an elven forest, the water feels especially cool and clean.

"Ismera. What do I do next?"

I asked while sitting in the water after finishing my bath, but Ismera didn't answer.

She kept turning pages and sighing repeatedly, as if she couldn't find what she was looking for.

"What should I do..."

Ismera began anxiously biting her nails in confusion.

This was a behavior I'd occasionally seen when we were preparing for the competition—she tends to act this way when she feels she hasn't prepared thoroughly enough.

"What are you looking for? And do I need to stay here like this? You should tell me something."

At that, Ismera suddenly looked up.

"Ah, I have a good idea. I'll go outside for a moment."

"Suddenly...?"

"I'm going to seek advice from the Elder. She's also my mother. She'll have sufficient wisdom about this."

"Wait, Ismera! You made me wash and now what are you trying to ask about?!"

I rushed out of the water to block her path, and Ismera screamed, covering her face with both hands and turning away.

"Listen. Tell me exactly what this Oath of the World Tree is. Otherwise, I'll run through the Great Forest just like this."

"Ah..."

Ismera hesitated before finally revealing everything.

"I swore to the World Tree... that if I ever met the person who saved me and my clan again, I would offer everything to them..."

"What? Everything?"

"For example..."

Ismera's face turned bright red.

"Things like the purity I've been preserving until now..."

undefined - undefined
"Purity? That's insane.

"So that's why I suggested we take a bath... In our tribe, when a wandering male elf visits from outside... if we like him, we indirectly propose by suggesting a bath..."

I'd sensed something unusual in the atmosphere and had my suspicions, but... she swore this to the World Tree?

"But Mister... I can't do anything without proper knowledge. I need some basic information first."

"You don't need to go to an elder elf. I can teach you."

Well, since things have come to this, there's no reason to back out. Only a eunuch would retreat now.

"You? Do you know about these things?"

"Yes. Though my academic credentials fall far short of yours with your advanced degree, I do know a little about this area."

"In that case..."

Ismera swallowed hard.

"Please teach me..."

"First, take off your clothes."

"Alright... Please don't look..."

As I turned around, I heard rustling sounds behind me. It was Ismera removing her clothes.

"Now you can look at me..."

When I slowly turned around, I was left speechless.

Ismera's golden hair captured the moonlight, emitting a subtle glow in the breeze.

Her green eyes sparkled with a deep, serene light reminiscent of the forest's depths, seeming to guide onlookers into an infinite woodland maze.

Ismera's body was elegant and harmonious.

Her waistline flowed smoothly like a river current, and her full breasts trembled delicately like flower petals.

Her skin, reflecting the moonlight with a lustrous sheen, seemed to convey its silky texture even without touch.

Between her legs, which extended in smooth curves like a straight-grown tree, existed an ineffable mystery and delicacy.

Ismera's body, blending with nature, radiated a quiet charm like a lyrical poem.

This was my first time seeing an elf's naked body.

I can declare with certainty that among everything I've seen or will ever see, nothing could be more beautiful than this.

Under my gaze, Ismera's face flushed deeply as she mumbled:

"Please... your private lesson for an ignorant elf who knows nothing..."

"Come closer."

As Ismera approached unsteadily and stood before me, I tried to embrace her.

But my already aroused lower half jabbed against her stomach.

Ismera looked down between her fingers with a bewildered expression, and her body froze.

"Kyaaaaaaah!!"

Then she screamed shrilly and frantically backed away.

"W-what is that!?!?!?!"

"Oh, I'm sorry. This isn't something I can control."

Seeing what was standing at attention, Ismera's face turned pale.

"Is-is that some kind of parasite!?!?!"

"No, this is a human male's sexual organ."

"Sexual organ?! What on earth?! Are you saying you've been walking around the academy with that large, hard thing attached to you?! Are you insane?!"

"It's not always like this. It only gets big when I'm excited. There's nothing strange about it."

Ismera, who had been clutching her chest and panting, slowly approached me again after a moment.

"So this... is your sexual organ..."

Ismera slowly crouched down and examined the veiny thing intently.

"It looks like a mushroom that grows near the Great Forest. Though not nearly this big... Does it contain poison?"

"Of course not. Human women touch it, hold it, and even suck on it."

"Gasp?!"

The color drained from Ismera's face.

"Why...?"

"Because it feels good. Want to try?"

After staring at mine for a moment, Ismera stood up again and shook her head.

"I'm sorry... let's just bathe and go back today... I'm suddenly not feeling well..."

"Not feeling well? Are you sick?"

"Yes... After seeing your thing, my body feels hot... and there's a tingling sensation below my waist. I think I might have a fever..."

Now I noticed that Ismera's face was flushed, and sweat was beading on the bridge of her nose.

"You're feeling hot?"

"Hnngh?!"

When I touched her forehead and cheek, Ismera moaned and curled her body tightly.

"D-don't touch me! It feels strange!"

"Ismera, this isn't sickness..."

I started to explain but stopped. What was the point of explaining everything to Ismera, who was completely uninformed about these matters?

"Mister!! What are you doing!!!"

I embraced Ismera suddenly.

"Seeing is believing. Let's learn through experience."

When I laid her down on the grass, Ismera tried to curl up like a pill bug.

I grabbed her wrists and ankles, spreading them apart, and a moan like an exclamation escaped Ismera's lips.

"Mister..."

"We must keep the Oath of the World Tree."

At my words, Ismera flinched but finally spread her legs herself.

"Please... give me your private lesson..."

# # # # #

At first, Ismera could clearly feel everything.

Being carried from the pond by Dian, laid down, and allowing him to do as he pleased with her body to fulfill the Oath of the World Tree and to have him.

Then Dian embraced her and kissed her, and was that when it started? Ismera's consciousness began to blur.

Her first kiss was so ecstatic that even with her eyes closed, the invisible sky and earth seemed to spin like a clock.

Suddenly feeling something hot welling up inside her like she was about to cry, Ismera unconsciously wrapped her arms around Dian's neck and extended her tongue.

The sensation of their tongues intertwining was so electrifying that Ismera almost bit Dian's tongue.

I think I'm becoming addicted to kissing...

Lost in ecstasy, unaware that saliva was dripping, Ismera rubbed and sucked on his lips, feeling an acute sense of deprivation when Dian finally pulled away.

"Why did you stop...?"

"We need to move to the next step."

"Ah!"

When Dian moved down and suddenly took Ismera's nipple in his mouth, she twisted her waist violently, unable to resist.

Though Dian was stimulating her nipple with his teeth and tongue, for some reason, she felt a sudden response far below in her groin.

This must be urine. It must be urine coming out!

Not wanting to embarrass herself in front of Dian, Ismera tried to excuse herself to relieve herself in the bushes.

But she couldn't.

Because Dian, still holding her nipple in his mouth, inserted his finger between Ismera's thighs.

When the tip of Dian's finger touched Ismera's deepest, most intimate place, she bit her lip and threw her head back.

"Ismera. You're getting very wet."

"Don't say... such... ahh!"

Dian's fingers mercilessly violated Ismera's valley, which was soaking wet with slippery fluid.

Experiencing this incredible sensation for the first time, Ismera twisted her body in suppressed silence like a deer shot in a vital spot.

"Ugh...! Ungh! Mmph...!"

The world's most elegant race was now writhing with primitive pleasure on the grass in the middle of the night.

"I'm going to put it in now."

"What, what are you going to put in...? No! No!!!"

Looking down with hazy eyes, Ismera suddenly came to her senses and shouted.

Dian's enraged mushroom was about to enter Ismera's body!!

"You can't put something that big in! Wait, Mister! Please wait!"

Ismera pushed against Dian's chest desperately, pleading.

"Please wait here for a moment! I'll go ask the elder if this is really okay! Please, I beg you! Since I'm ignorant about these matters, I should first seek advice from the elder and after that...!"

Ignoring everything, when Dian's mushroom finally forced its way in, Ismera could speak no more.

At first, Ismera was pinned down underneath, mercilessly pounded.

By this point, Ismera's body had already left the control of reason.

Every time Dian thrust deep inside her, the impact traveled all the way to her brain.

It hurt, but at the same time, the extreme pleasure made her eyes water, and Ismera unconsciously wrapped her legs tightly around Dian's waist.

After ruthlessly pounding Ismera for quite some time, Dian switched positions.

Finding herself on top, Ismera momentarily tried to escape, but Dian grabbed her waist and pulled her down, not allowing it.

After bouncing like that for a while, Ismera eventually crouched down, drooling and frantically slamming her hips down.

Then Dian's body trembled as he released something hot abundantly inside Ismera's body.

"Your essence, Mister... this precious thing..."

In a dazed state, Ismera licked up all the fluid that flowed from her opening onto Dian's stomach.

Ismera couldn't understand what had possessed her to do such an outrageous, vulgar act.

After licking his stomach, Ismera moved down and took Dian's mushroom deeply into her mouth.

The salty, full sensation was enough to drive both Ismera and Dian crazy. Rapidly, Dian's mushroom prepared to release spores again.

This time, Dian made Ismera get on all fours and attacked from behind.

It was the same position as stray dogs mating in downtown alleys—practically an insult to a noble elf.

The normal Ismera would have exploded in anger, but now was different.

Realizing she was being treated like an animal by Dian, Ismera was overcome with an uncontrollable sense of depravity and excitement, and in reaction, she forcefully squirted clear fluid.

Like urinating against a street tree, she had truly become a female dog.

In this moment, Dian was the advanced scholar, and Ismera was an uneducated illiterate without even basic education.

The sounds coming from her mouth were no longer human but animal whimpers.

This is as far as Ismera clearly remembers. She has no memory after that.

It's not that she has no memory, but rather that her consciousness blurred from the sensations storming through her from head to toe, making it difficult to recall properly.

The heavy feeling pounding her lower abdomen, the shame and guilt of urinating on Dian's body multiple times, the dizziness and floating sensation as everything went white before her eyes, and the unstoppable wave-like pleasure.

Dian's firm body and their shared heat, the exchange of slippery fluids, and the "private lesson" progressing gradually through various positions she couldn't have imagined.

"Mister, Mister..."

Ismera shook Dian's chest as he lay flat.

"Mister... you can still do more..."

Like a thief who learned late and doesn't notice the dawn.

Ismera's desire, having learned womanly pleasure from Dian, didn't cease even as the day changed.

"I can't do any more... Nothing's coming out anymore..."

"Mister... I'll help you, so please gather your strength..."

Ismera went down, almost crawling, and slowly licked Dian's organ.

Ismera, being fundamentally intelligent and highly educated, has excellent learning ability.

So in just one night, she mastered how to revive Dian with her mouth and tongue, and under Ismera's skilled oral technique, Dian's lower half stood at attention once again.

"Haa, Ismera... This is really the last time..."

"Hurry. My thirst for knowledge hasn't been quenched yet... Please proceed with the advanced course..."

Filled with ecstasy, Ismera embraced Dian with her entire body, smiling with completely relaxed eyes.

Soon Dian was persistently thrusting into Ismera's depths.

Ismera's body began to convulse wildly and squirt streams of fluid.

This continued without pause until dawn, as the eastern sky gradually brightened.

Ch.BONUS - Phone Call Summary
Dian placed the poisonous mushroom on Ismera's knot, causing Ismera to moan "Ahh!" while Dian thoroughly enjoyed it. During sex, Ismera released an excessive amount of sap.

Ch.117 - The Great Forest of Ismera (16)
The morning sunlight was just beginning to filter through the ceiling of the World Tree's base when Ismera finally seemed satisfied and collapsed beside me.

"That was the best lesson of my life..."

In contrast, I felt a dull ache below my waist, apparently from being completely drained.

My body was covered in Ismera's teeth marks, wet all over, and in complete disarray.

"Let's get up now..."

Since we couldn't stay here forever, I slowly rose to my feet.

"Many people are waiting for us. In the Great Forest and at the Academy."

"Yes... But I think we should wash up first."

We entered the pond together and washed each other.

"Is this from that time...?"

Ismera touched the large burn scar on my neck, unable to continue her sentence.

"It's fine. Just a simple scar. It wasn't life-threatening."

"But still, because of me..."

"Here, look at these."

I showed Ismera the various scars, large and small, across my body.

"This is where a demon's horn pierced me, here's where an axe struck, and this one is where a spear went through—fortunately, it just barely missed the artery."

Tears began to well in Ismera's eyes as she looked at the scars etched across my body like battle records.

"How could you have so many..."

"Compared to these, a burn scar is nothing."

"I'm still grateful and sorry..."

Ismera whispered, kissing the scar. The feeling was truly strange.

# # # # #

After leaving the pond, I carried Ismera on my back as I walked toward the World Tree's exit.

Her legs were trembling like a newborn fawn's, making it impossible for her to walk properly.

"Um, by the way... doesn't it feel creepy?" Ismera quietly asked from my back.

"What does?"

"Me calling you 'Mister'... I've grown so much now... Other people probably think I'm older than you."

"It's not creepy. Seeing you crying and all, you still seem like that little kid to me."

"Ah... how embarrassing..."

"I'm joking. Besides, all elves are like that, right? You grow rapidly over a few years and then stay that way."

"That's true. I suddenly grew before coming to the human city. So I was worried... that you might find it creepy..."

"Not at all. Don't worry about that. But speaking of which, about how you'll address me from now on..."

"Yes..."

"You're not going to call me 'Mister' in front of others, are you?"

Ismera laughed softly.

"Of course not."

"Good. Then except when we're alone, we'll act like before."

"Understood."

We walked side by side, talking about various things.

When I told her how Kirrin had grabbed my collar and shaken me in a panic right after Ismera disappeared, she was somewhat surprised.

"I thought she'd be happy I was gone, since she was always finding fault with me."

"That's not true. Principal Kirrin isn't that kind of person. She was extremely worried."

"I see... Principal Kirrin..."

"Even though she's a Dark Elf, she's mixed-blood, so her personality is mild and gentle."

"That's right. Compared to the real Dark Elves I saw during the competition, the Principal might as well be a completely different race."

Ah, that reminds me. I still haven't given her that note from the Dark Elves who called her "Lady Kirrin."

I should give it to her when we return to the Academy.

"And about Merylda. Will you take her on?"

"You mean student Merylda?"

"Merylda would be better off learning from you than me. She's more suited to support roles than fieldwork, and that's where her abilities would shine."

"That may be true, but she seems to have a strong desire to learn from you rather than me."

"I helped her village during the war."

When I told her about Tatanoko Village, Ismera's eyes sparkled.

"How did that connection come about...?"

"Strange coincidence, isn't it? Anyway, it's not because I dislike you or find you inadequate. I'll talk to her again, so if you're willing, please teach Merylda."

"Alright... if you entrust her to me... I'll do it. Thank you so much..."

Ismera started crying again. I found something to joke about.

"I didn't realize this before, but you're quite the waterworks, aren't you? Above and below."

"D-don't say things like that! It's embarrassing!"

She bit my neck hard.

Ismera had a very mature appearance, as most adult elves do.

Moreover, her usual personality was close to that of a cold-blooded person, so I never dreamed she would show such cute behavior.

Well, last night Ismera was crying and begging like crazy.

She looked like a completely different person from how she was at the Academy.

People aren't consistent in just one way, after all.

But this is troublesome. Ismera won't stop sucking on my neck.

This is problematic. If it leaves too obvious a mark, others will become suspicious.

We passed through the crevice and exited the World Tree.

"Dian? Professor Ismera?"

As I squinted against the sudden flood of bright light, I heard voices.

Opening my eyes, I saw Linus, Nierta, and an elder elf from Tiraelen standing before us.

"We were just wondering if we should go looking for you since you hadn't returned by morning. Did you just finish talking?"

"Huh? Oh, yes, that's right."

"Put me down..."

Ismera whispered in my ear, so I set her down.

She tried to stand beside me but couldn't maintain her balance and collapsed to the ground.

"Ismera!"

Nierta rushed over, kneeling to support her.

"Are you alright? Are you hurt somewhere?"

"Um, yes... I'm just tired from staying up all night, haha..."

"Wait a minute, you... What's this?"

Nierta examined the exposed parts of Ismera's body carefully.

What Nierta was seeing were my teeth marks.

When she rolled up Ismera's sleeve, there were many more on her arm.

"Ismera, you didn't!"

"I-I can explain everything!"

As Ismera panicked, Nierta exclaimed:

"You went into the forest alone and were attacked by beasts!"

"Huh?"

"Come to think of it," Linus pointed at me.

"Dian, you have similar marks on your neck and wrists."

Following Linus's finger, Nierta's eyes sparkled.

"Lord Dian! You saved Ismera again!"

"What?"

"You rescued Ismera from being attacked by beasts once more... As expected of Lord Dian."

"Well, yes, yes. It was nothing. Just doing what needed to be done. Ahaha."

"Thank you for saving Ismera, Lord Dian."

The elder elf, who had been silent until now, bowed to me.

"It's truly fortunate that we happened to meet you two here."

The elder elf looked at all of us with a gentle smile.

"Let's go inside for now. While we strictly prohibit others from entering, it's only right to show Lord Dian and Sir Linus the interior."

"Hey, Ismera..." I whispered to her after the elder's words.

"Are other races normally not allowed to enter the World Tree?"

"Of course not... You absolutely must not mention what happened yesterday..."

"Come in, you two."

When Linus called, we followed, keeping some distance between us.

Since Ismera couldn't walk well, Nierta had to support her.

"Thank you so much, Lord Dian. Ismera is my dearest friend. Thank you for saving her."

All the way into the World Tree, Nierta showered me with thanks. It was embarrassing.

"Oh, this is magnificent."

Linus marveled at the sight that unfolded after we passed through the crevice into the World Tree.

"Look, Dian. There's another forest inside the World Tree. Isn't it amazing?"

"Yes, it's quite something."

Since I had already seen this yesterday, it was difficult to react as enthusiastically as Linus.

"Ten years ago, everything inside burned completely, but as you can see, it's once again pulsing with life."

The elder elf spoke with immense pride as he gazed at the World Tree's forest.

"Originally, no matter how hard we tried, trees wouldn't take root in here. But everything changed when Ismera made her oath."

"Professor Ismera did?"

"Yes, Sir Linus. After the war, Ismera secretly came here and made an oath to the World Tree, and surprisingly, the World Tree, which we thought had completely perished, responded to that oath. Since then, this new forest has grown rapidly."

"That is truly miraculous."

"Lord Dian and Sir Linus must be very curious about what this Oath of the World Tree is."

Linus replied that he was indeed very curious, and I also nodded, deliberately putting on a puzzled expression.

"This way."

The elder elf led us deeper into the forest.

"Here is the pond where the essence of the World Tree gathers."

It was the very pond where Ismera and I had been rolling around just moments ago.

"Eek!"

Ismera was horrified, while Nierta, not understanding why, put an arm around her shoulders.

Meanwhile, the elder elf walked alone into the center of the pond.

Standing with water up to his waist, the elder elf raised both arms upward, just as Ismera had done yesterday, and called out in a clear voice:

"World Tree! Your daughter Ismera and her savior Dian have come to fulfill the oath made ten years ago!"

The forest of the World Tree emitted a faint light.

"What? What did you say?"

The elder elf, having received the World Tree's response, was suddenly flustered.

"The oath has already... been fulfilled?"

Ch.118 - The Great Forest of Ismera (17)
A look of bewilderment appeared on the Elder Elf's face.

"The oath has already been fulfilled? What in the world..."

"Mother, please ask again," Nierta said.

"Perhaps someone else made an oath without your knowledge. Ask exactly what oath has been fulfilled."

"Yes, I'll do that."

The Elder Elf raised her hand again and called out.

"World Tree! I've come to fulfill the oath! Ten years ago, when the Demon King's army attacked, these two humans standing here saved our clan! Afterward, our daughter Ismera made an oath to the World Tree that if she found Dian again, one of those two humans, she would devote everything to repay the life debt! Didn't you put down roots again in response to that?"

The Elder Elf briefly closed her mouth as if her throat hurt from explaining in such detail, then continued.

"What exactly is this oath that you say has already been fulfilled? Is it Ismera's oath that I just described in detail?"

The World Tree responded with light.

"That oath is... correct...?"

The World Tree emitted light. Multiple flashes of light.

With each flash, the Elder Elf's expression changed dramatically.

"They secretly came here last night?"

Flash.

"They fulfilled the oath at this pond of essence?"

Flash.

"The two of them in various positions until dawn?"

Flash.

"Later Ismera begged for more?"

Flash.

"Thirty-year-old poisonous mushroom? Knots? Maple sap?! What on earth are you saying?!?!"

The Elder Elf's final words were almost a scream.

I felt like screaming too. Has the World Tree gone mad?

"My goodness."

Linus cleared his throat politely and turned his head away, while Nierta's face turned bright red.

But what's even funnier is Ismera. Why is she lowering her head and grinning to herself?!

"What does this mean, Ismera?"

When the Elder Elf turned to look at her, Ismera's smile quickly disappeared.

"Well... um..."

Unable to continue, Ismera suddenly looked at me.

'What? You want me to explain?'

When I questioned her with my eyes, Ismera bit her lip and avoided my gaze.

She's passing this on to me.

Since the Elder Elf, Linus, and Nierta were all looking at me, I had no choice but to speak solemnly.

"That's right. The oath has been fulfilled."

"Is it true...?"

The Elder Elf clasped her hands together with an expression of deep emotion.

"Has Ismera's oath to the World Tree truly been fulfilled? Did you, Dian, consent to it?"

"Of course. I had no reason to refuse. Ismera is a child I saved, and she has grown up to be so admirable."

"Then is it certain that you took Ismera's body? Her first time?"

"Uh... it's a bit embarrassing when you put it so directly, but yes, I suppose so?"

"That's wonderful news!"

The Elder Elf smiled with unbridled joy.

Elves practice polygamy. Or more precisely, polyamory.

Their culture, custom, and method of reproduction involves male elves visiting the Great Forest, sowing their seeds with various women to create babies, and then leaving.

That's why elves, despite appearing refined to outsiders, are extremely open about sexuality among themselves.

Just yesterday, the elves were casually throwing flirtatious remarks at me that would be considered extremely rude in human society.

So that's probably why the Elder Elf is persistently asking if I took her daughter's virginity and is so happy about it.

In situations like this, I truly feel that elves and humans are fundamentally different species.

"Ismera."

Ismera, who had been making an obscene gesture to Nierta by forming a circle with her thumb and index finger and inserting and removing the index finger of her other hand, hurriedly lowered her hands and bowed her head.

"Yes, Mother."

"Now that the oath has been fulfilled, you may return to the Academy without any worries."

"I understand..."

"Thank you, Dian."

The Elder Elf bowed to me.

"Thanks to your help in fulfilling the oath, the World Tree will further accelerate the growth of the Great Forest. As a result, our clan will flourish again as before."

"Congratulations on that."

"You have saved our clan both ten years ago and now."

As the Elder Elf knelt, Nierta and Ismera followed suit.

"Dian, you are truly the hero and champion of our Tiraelen."

"Yes... I thank you as well."

As I awkwardly knelt down too, Linus nodded with an extremely satisfied expression.

"By the way, from what the World Tree told us, you taught Ismera quite thoroughly..."

"Please tell the World Tree that it needs another burning to come to its senses."

Nierta couldn't hold back her laughter.

# # # # #

We left the World Tree and returned to the tent village.

"Oh my, it's Dian!"

"Dian! Where were you last night? We looked everywhere for you!"

"Are you staying today too? Come to our tent!"

As elves heading out to work began shouting these crazy things, Nierta glared at them.

"All of you!"

Intimidated by her intensity, the elves scattered in all directions, muttering under their breath.

We decided to part ways at the outskirts of the Great Forest.

"Now, Ismera, follow Dian back to the Academy. As the new Vice Principal, you must set a proper example."

"Yes, Mother."

Ismera bowed her head.

"Dian, I entrust Ismera to you. She has some rough edges to her personality, but she's a clever and intelligent child."

"Don't worry too much. She's done well so far, and she'll continue to do so."

The Elder nodded with satisfaction at my response.

"Please visit the Great Forest again. You're always welcome."

"I will. Thank you."

"Ismera!"

Nierta ran over and embraced Ismera.

The two hugged and whispered things we couldn't hear.

Each time Ismera spoke, Nierta's already flushed face would glance at me, making it somewhat obvious what they were discussing.

"That's enough now."

As Ismera and Nierta separated, Linus looked at all of us.

"Well then, let's head back. Farewell, everyone."

"Goodbye."    "Bye, Ismera! I'll write to you!"

And so, we were all able to safely return to the Academy.

# # # # #

"Professors!"

When news spread that Ismera and I had arrived at the Academy, professors came rushing over.

"So you've returned after all, Professor Ismera!"

"Ah, yes."

As Lina grabbed both her hands and shook them vigorously, Ismera wore a rather embarrassed expression.

"From now on, address her as Vice Principal."

"Oh right, Vice Principal."

At Morton's correction, Lina gave an awkward laugh.

"While congratulations on your return and promotion are in order, we should first report to the Principal."

Pelemia adjusted her glasses as she spoke.

"She's currently refusing food and drink."

"What? Principal Kirrin? Why? Is she sick?"

"She's been like this because you two didn't return. Hurry and report back to her."

Ismera and I rushed to the Principal's office.

"Principal!"

When we opened the door, something dark was sitting at the desk.

It was Kirrin, looking haggard.

Her already dark skin seemed even darker, and her hair was disheveled, suggesting she hadn't bathed or groomed herself since I left the Academy yesterday.

"Principal, I've brought Professor Ismera—I mean, Vice Principal Ismera. Please pull yourself together."

"Ismera...?"

Kirrin's ruby-red eyes widened when she saw Ismera.

"Ismera!"

Leaping over the desk with the agility of a leopard, Kirrin embraced Ismera almost pouncing on her.

"Waaah! I thought you weren't coming back!"

And then she suddenly started crying.

Both Ismera and I, watching from the side, could only exchange bewildered glances.

"It's because I'm so incompetent, because an idiot like me is in charge...! Someone as capable and smart as Ismera couldn't possibly tolerate that...!"

"Principal..."

Ismera hesitantly raised her hand and gently patted Kirrin's back.

"It's not because of you..."

"Yes, it is because of me!"

Kirrin shouted so loudly that Ismera momentarily furrowed her brow and had to pull her face slightly away from Kirrin.

"I should step down as Principal... that would make everyone happy, but I'm sorry I couldn't do it... I'm sorry I'm such a coward without courage..."

Ismera sighed softly as she embraced the sobbing Kirrin.

Sensing that she might cry endlessly if left alone, I intervened.

"Come now, stop crying and calm down. It looks like you haven't eaten either. Should we get something to eat?"

Actually, I'm extremely hungry right now.

They did feed us in the Great Forest, but it was all vegetables, so no matter how much I ate, I never felt full.

The three of us went to the café together and ordered a whole strawberry cream cake, while Ismera ordered a salad.

"I'm sorry, I'm sorry... Both Dian and Ismera had to go through so much because of me..."

Kirrin sniffled continuously while devouring the cream cake.

She looked so pitiful and pathetic that Ismera kept comforting her by patting her shoulder, creating the strange phenomenon of the returnee consoling the one who should be relieved.

# # # # #

That evening.

After work, I got a bit of nagging from Olicia.

Just the usual stuff about letting her know in advance if I'm going to stay out overnight.

Still, Olicia seemed very satisfied when she heard that I had brought Ismera back and elevated her to Vice Principal.

After all, Olicia always wants me to do well at the Academy, and now Ismera, who received my help, has become Vice Principal.

"So you've established a close relationship with the now very important Professor Ismera?"

"Well, I suppose you could say that."

"How wonderful! I'm so happy!"

As I watched Olicia doing a little shoulder dance in excitement, someone rang the doorbell outside.

"I'll go see who it is!"

Olicia dashed across the yard to the gate and shortly after called out loudly.

"Dian! Come quickly!"

Wondering what was happening, I went to see and found Ismera standing at the gate.

"Vice Principal? What brings you here at this hour?"

Since we had agreed to maintain formalities in front of others, I addressed her respectfully. Ismera, with a somewhat excited expression, showed me the small bag she was carrying.

"These are my belongings from the dormitory. As you can see, I don't have much."

"Pardon? Ah, yes. Elves typically travel light. But that's not the issue—why did you bring all your things here?"

"What do you mean?"

Ismera asked with a smile.

"We're supposed to live together now, aren't we?"

"Oh no."

A look of horror crossed Olicia's face as she witnessed Ismera's radiant smile.

"Smiling like that... has she gone mad...?"
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"We're going to be living together from now on, right?"

I couldn't say anything for a moment as I stared at Ismera smiling with innocent brightness.

It wasn't because I'd gone deaf or because she was speaking in Elvish.

I simply couldn't comprehend the sentence itself.

The subject was missing, but was she talking about living together with me?

She suddenly showed up at my academy quarters with her bags packed?

"Olicia. Go inside and continue what you were doing."

After sending Olicia into the house, I asked Ismera in a low voice.

"What are you talking about, all of a sudden?"

"What do you mean? I'm saying we need to live together."

"Who needs to live with whom?"

"Me and you, Mister."

"Why?"

"What do you mean, why?"

Ismera stared at me with an expression like she was looking at a hopeless student who couldn't understand no matter how much she taught him.

"Which part is difficult for you to understand?"

"Just all of it. Why do you need to live with me? By living together, do you mean cohabitation? Under the same roof?"

"Is there any other way to live together besides under the same roof?"

"No, I mean, why do you and I need to live under the same roof?"

"Why are you asking me that? Are you genuinely asking because you don't know? Of course we should live together! We've mixed bodies, mixed hearts, mixed tongues, gone all the way!"

"Shh-shh-shush-shush-shh!"

I hastily covered Ismera's mouth and looked behind me.

Thankfully, it seemed Olicia hadn't heard.

"Ismera. Go back for now. If you and I live together at the academy right now, it'll cause an uproar."

"Why is that?"

"For one thing, Olicia might flip out and foam at the mouth."

"Olicia?"

"Yes. Olicia wants me to protect my position as an academy professor like an iron fortress. So she can't stand even the tiniest blemish on my career."

"I know. When we were preparing for the competition, Olicia asked me if you were doing well, or if you were being your usual lazy, good-for-nothing self and getting on the Principal's bad side."

What? What kind of person did Olicia make me out to be?

"But Mister, what does Olicia's concern about your career have to do with me moving in?"

"Of course there's a connection. Think about it. Suddenly the Vice Principal and the Head Professor of Combat are living together. Not even married. And in academy housing, no less. This will definitely cause gossip."

"Marriage... That's a bit troublesome..."

I've heard that elves don't marry and often feel significant culture shock and aversion to the idea of being contractually bound to someone for life.

That's why Ismera's expression completely changed as soon as marriage was mentioned.

"It's right that I should live with you, but in the outside world, for an adult man and woman to live together, they must get married... Without going through that process, if we cohabitate, all sorts of unpleasant rumors will continue to spread..."

Ismera nodded with a serious expression.

"Then it's difficult for now. I understand, Mister. I'll stay in the dormitory for the time being."

Ismera hugged her bag and smiled brightly.

"Mister. Come closer."

When I took a few steps forward, Ismera looked around and then pressed her lips against mine.

"See you tomorrow, Mister."

"Take care."

After Ismera left, I savored the fresh scent lingering on my lips as I returned home, where Olicia was waiting for me in the living room.

"Dian!"

"Why are you shouting?"

"What was that about? Why did the Vice Principal suddenly come here with all her belongings saying she was going to live here?"

"That's something... children don't need to know about."

"I'm not a child! Hmm..."

Olicia touched her chin with her hand and looked me up and down.

"Something happened on the night you stayed out, right? That's why the Vice Principal came?"

I considered telling her but remembered that Olicia was still a minor, so I decided against it.

In fact, Olicia only recently learned that I was once a member of the Demon King Assassination Task Force.

I brought her here when she was so young, and I worried she might go around telling everyone if I told her.

Even when Linus visited Brunswell earlier this year, Olicia knew nothing.

Brunswell is a distant neutral port that avoided the war. So even the legend of Linus hadn't reached there.

Only after coming here did she discover that Linus was an extraordinary person, and when she asked me how we became friends, I told her.

Now Olicia is old enough to keep secrets.

Surprisingly, Olicia wasn't particularly shocked when she heard I was from the Demon King Assassination Task Force.

Her reaction was along the lines of, "So that's why you were able to beat up those Ferencino guys by yourself."

Well, who I was in the past probably isn't important to Olicia.

Anyway, I shouldn't tell her. She's a minor, and how could I possibly say to Olicia, "Yeah, I actually did it with Ismera yesterday"?

"Shut up, kid. You're still a child to me."

"What's that supposed to mean, Dian! This is really important! We're talking about the Academy Vice Principal!"

"Let's eat. I'm hungry!"

I chased the approaching Olicia into the kitchen.

Man, Ismera really surprised me.

Who would have thought she'd come to move in together out of the blue?

# # # # #

The day after my return, Ismera was officially appointed as Vice Principal according to the personnel order from the Security Office.

Consequently, a new Vice Principal's office was established not far from the Principal's office.

The former Head Professor of Theory's office that Ismera had been using was assigned to Kaiden.

Kaiden won't be coming right away but will arrive sometime later. He says he has things to wrap up at the Illusion Magic Tower.

When the notice of Ismera's appointment as Vice Principal was posted on the bulletin board, the reaction from faculty and students was extremely positive.

Considering how Ismera had dedicated herself to the academy until now, this was a natural response.

"Ah, Professor Ismera... I'm so happy for you..."

Merylda, who saw the notice, even sniffled with tears.

Probably because she had witnessed Ismera struggling for almost a month while preparing for the competition.

"Merylda. Come with me to the Vice Principal's office. I have something to talk about."

"It's probably about private tutoring, right?"

The clever Merylda immediately caught on.

"Yes. We agreed to discuss it again after the competition. The Vice Principal also invited us to see her newly created office."

"Great. Let's go."

As I was heading to the main building with Merylda, someone called me from behind.

"Head Professor! Head Professor!"

When I turned around, Orendi was running toward us with her cloak fluttering.

"Let's talk... for a moment... whew... it's very... very... important."

Like a typical mage who hardly exercises, she was panting heavily after running just a short distance, hands on her knees.

"What is it?"

"Just a moment... I need to speak with you privately... without Merylda... Just give me a second..."

After catching her breath for quite some time, Orendi pulled me aside.

Once she confirmed that Merylda was far enough away, Orendi asked me:

"Head Professor, who exactly are you?"

"Me? Have you lost your mind? I'm the Head Professor, of course."

"That's not what I mean! You're extremely suspicious!"

Orendi protested.

"When you brought in Priestess Maya, there was Secretary General Rormane; during the competition preparation, there was the mage Kaiden; and when you went to recruit the Vice Principal, there was Sir Linus and Lady Celine. They're all from the Demon King Assassination Task Force...!"

"That's right. Is there any imperial citizen who doesn't know that?"

"It's just too suspicious. You came with recommendations from the Imperial Castle, you're friends with the Demon King Assassination Task Force... This is really..."

As expected of a mage, she quickly figured out my identity. Well, you'd have to be stupid not to notice.

I should probably tell her. At this point, there's no use denying it.

"Fine, fine. As you suspected, I was in the Demon King Assassination Task Force..."

"You're the secret prince, aren't you?"

Orendi said.

"What? What did you say?"

"The secret prince. The prince that the Imperial Castle is hiding. If you're such a big shot, everything makes sense."

Orendi nodded to herself, affirming her own theory.

"You suddenly became Head Professor with the Imperial Castle's recommendation. The Security Office steps in to help with everything you touch, responding favorably, as if the entire Empire is moving to assist you. The only answer is that you're the secret prince. Isn't that right, Your Highness?"

Orendi stared at me with an expression that said, "You have nowhere to hide now."

"You're crazy. Tsk tsk."

I laughed and pushed his forehead with my finger.

"Stop talking nonsense and go do your work. I'm busy."

After chasing Orendi away, I went up to the Vice Principal's office in the main building with Merylda.

"Vice Principal. It's Dian."

"Wait a moment."

When I knocked on the door, Ismera's voice came from inside.

As we waited, I heard footsteps followed by the sound of a lock being undone. Had she locked it from inside?

"Don't open it yet. Still waiting."

And then more hurried footsteps.

"Now you can come in."

I opened the door halfway, then stepped back and closed it again.

"What's wrong, Dian?"

Instead of answering Merylda's question from behind me, I spoke to the closed door.

"Vice Principal. Merylda is with me."

"Eh?! Eh! Ah! Ouch! That hurts!"

From inside came a thud, followed by the sound of something urgently moving and bumping.

"What's happening with the Vice Principal?"

"She only prepared two chairs, so she's probably getting an extra one for you."

I lied.

I couldn't possibly tell her that Ismera had been leaning against the window in indecent underwear.

That crazy elf.
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After a long commotion of clattering sounds, the door opened just a crack.

"Come in."

Ismera was fully dressed and even wearing a cloak in this hot summer weather.

Her face was flushed, and her hair clung to her cheeks, damp with sweat.

"Vice Principal, is something wrong?" Merylda asked.

Ismera shook her head with an embarrassed smile. "Nothing at all. Please, everyone, come in."

The newly created Vice Principal's office was extremely simple.

A personal desk, bookshelf, round conference table, cabinet, and just one potted plant.

In the Great Forest, everything is shared (even men), so the concept of private property is incredibly vague to elves.

That's why when she moved in yesterday, bringing all her dormitory belongings, it was just one small bag.

Besides, since the academy provides everything necessary for her work here, Ismera probably doesn't own anything in this office.

After looking around the interior, Merylda commented, "It's quite different from the Principal's office."

I completely agree with Merylda's assessment.

Kirrin's room resembles an office moments before a prosecutor's raid, just about to shred important documents.

Papers requiring approval pile up on the desk, various items are scattered everywhere—it's absolute chaos.

And to escape overwhelming situations like private meetings with Ismera, she always keeps the window open, which often causes stacks of documents to collapse when the wind blows.

Her escape method: jumping out the window and pretending to be absent.

It's truly amusing that while Ismera handles more work, Kirrin is the one who seems buried under it.

"So, Merylda, what brings you here?" Ismera asked while serving tea.

"About the private tutoring we discussed before. You know, that matter," I answered on her behalf.

"We agreed to talk after the competition, and today seemed appropriate."

"I see. I think so too."

Ismera met my eyes and smiled broadly, then quickly composed her expression and responded coldly.

"Yes, Merylda. Have you given it some thought?"

As Ismera sat across from her and asked, Merylda nodded.

"I want to learn from you, Vice Principal. I became certain during the competition that I belong in the Department of Arcane Theory rather than Combat."

"You've made a good decision. I've also wanted to teach a student like you. Let's do well together."

"Yes, Vice Principal."

When Ismera extended her hand, Merylda took it with a smile.

It was practically decided from the beginning, and now we were just confirming the arrangement.

That's why everything was neatly concluded with just a few words.

While drinking tea, we discussed how to proceed with the private tutoring.

Unlike Knightley's combat-focused approach, Merylda's sessions would be conducted in the Vice Principal's office, tutorial-style.

We had already reported everything to the Principal and decided to make a clear announcement to the students.

The top student from each field would be selected for advanced training with the Head Professor of Combat and the former Head Professor of Theory.

In the future, any student meeting the criteria could also receive private tutoring.

This approach would prevent accusations of favoritism or corruption.

Besides, there aren't any students at the academy yet who could match Knightley and Merylda's level.

Except for Hindrasta.

As a polymorphed dragon, her physical abilities are beyond human. Her one weakness, however, seems to be that she's not particularly bright.

More precisely, she doesn't understand how the human world works and tends to be somewhat reckless.

She has a tendency to push forward with brute force even when a situation calls for using her head—though this might be inevitable given her dragon nature.

Perhaps she thinks a great dragon shouldn't have to waste time and effort accommodating mere humans.

That's why she walks alone at the academy without a single friend.

Well, the lower-ranked students do follow her around like she's some kind of deity.

But Hindrasta treats them with almost complete indifference, like a stingray viewing remoras attached to its belly.

Her only social activity and human relationship at the academy has been her recent friendship with Knightley and Merylda during the competition preparation period.

"Let's start next week, Merylda. This week will be hectic as I need to familiarize myself with my duties."

"Understood, Vice Principal."

After roughly agreeing on the private tutoring schedule, Ismera smiled with her eyes and said, "You may go now."

As Merylda and I stood up simultaneously, Ismera suddenly looked at me with utterly contemptuous eyes and snapped sharply.

"Professor Dian will stay. I have something to discuss with him."

"Yes, well... understood."

Ismera followed Merylda to the door to see her off, then came back in and locked the door behind her.

The fierce expression from moments ago completely vanished as she smiled brightly, ran over to sit on my lap, and wrapped her arms around my neck.

"I was so surprised when Merylda suddenly showed up."

"Who told you to do such things during office hours?"

"I thought only you were coming."

"And what were you planning to do if it was just me?"

"The sort of things people who've seen everything of each other would do."

With that, Ismera kissed me.

While biting and sucking on my lips, Ismera threw off her cloak and began unbuttoning her shirt.

Well... I guess there's no helping it.

# # # # #

"That was amazing, Mister. Come again."

After checking both sides of the corridor, Ismera wrapped her arms around my neck and kissed me.

"Ismera, let's separate work and personal matters. If someone catches us, you'll be in serious trouble. I might just get fired, but it's different for you."

"I'll be careful."

Yet Ismera showered me with more kisses. When footsteps suddenly approached from the distance, she abruptly changed her expression and shouted:

"If your business is finished, then leave!"

"Yes, yes. Of course."

As I smiled at the door slamming in my face, the owner of the footsteps quickly approached.

"Head Professor! Why is the Vice Principal scolding you?"

It was Lina, the Infiltration Professor from the Department of Combat.

"Just for this and that. Nothing major."

"I see. I hope the Vice Principal can relax a bit now."

"She'll get used to it. Where are you headed?"

"Going to teach a class."

"Perfect timing. I was just heading that way too. Let's go together."

"Great!" Lina exclaimed, happily linking her arm with mine.

A regular professor linking arms with the Head Professor might seem inappropriate, but given Lina's naturally puppy-like, bubbly personality, it didn't seem particularly strange.

That's why passing faculty members simply greeted us normally as they walked by.

"Head Professor, I suddenly have a question," Lina asked, hugging my arm more tightly.

"What is it?"

"How would you feel if someone knew your secret?"

"My secret? I don't have any secrets."

"Don't be like that. Just hypothetically. Imagine someone knows a secret you've never told anyone."

"Hmm, let me think..."

Do I have such a secret? Not really, I don't think.

My background in the Demon King Assassination Task Force is heavily concealed by the Imperial Castle, but those who should know already do.

I don't go around announcing it, but I'm straightforward with people who've already figured it out, so it's not exactly my personal secret.

"How would you feel if someone knew that secret but never told anyone else and kept it safe for you?"

I was going to brush it off, but Lina persisted with her questioning.

"What exactly are you curious about?"

"How would you feel about someone who knows everything but keeps your secret?"

"Well, I guess..."

I glanced over to see Lina's eyes sparkling.

Then I suddenly remembered when I went to Tatanoko Village with Linus.

Somehow Lina had followed us and used her stealth skills to observe everything from the shadows.

She must have overheard my conversation with Linus and surely figured out that I was from the Demon King Assassination Task Force.

So her question now is about how I feel about her.

How should I answer?

Lina has helped me tremendously.

When I first arrived, she approached me first and showed me around. During the special student selection, she infiltrated the military academy and stole their plans.

During competition preparations, she always volunteered to supervise the students' practical training, reducing my burden.

"I'd be grateful if someone kept my secret. I'd find it endearing."

Let's say something nice since that's the best approach. And honestly, I am truly grateful.

"Really?"

"Yes. Keeping someone's secret means respecting them. How could I not be grateful?"

"Hehe. I see."

Lina grinned.

"Anything else besides gratitude?"

"Hmmmm, what else could there be?"

As I was pondering how to lift Lina's spirits, I noticed something by the dessert café.

It was Hindrasta with her long pink hair in twin tails.

She was stroking her chin while carefully examining the cakes in the café display case.

What is she doing there during class time?

Don't tell me she's skipping class again?

"Lina, let's talk more next time. Have a good class."

"Ah, yes...! Understood!"

I parted ways with Lina and headed toward Hindrasta.
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Hindrasta was examining the cakes with great concentration, not even noticing me approaching, before pointing to one of them.

"I'll take this one. Please put it on Professor Dian's tab."

"What are you putting on my tab?"

"Eek!"

Hindrasta jumped back with a start when she saw me.

"You little—I just finished clearing all the charges you racked up last time, and now this again! Where do you think you're going?"

I grabbed the end of one of her pigtails as she tried to flee.

"That hurts!"

"Where did you spend all your money? Knightley and Vice Principal Ismera gave you pocket money back then!"

"Oh, come on!"

Hindrasta shook off my hand and glared at me.

"You think that pittance would last until now? I spent it ages ago! And while we're on the subject, keep your promise!"

"What promise?"

"You said you'd let me go get my money!"

Ah, right. I did promise that.

I'd forgotten about it because of the situation with Ismera.

She'd mentioned needing to collect the money she earned working for the Reblanc Mercenary Corps before coming here as a special student.

After beating her up when she tried to kill me and essentially kidnapping her to become a special student at the academy, she never got to collect her pay.

No matter how much of a troublemaker dragon she might be, that's no reason to forfeit her rightful wages.

"Fine. You can go. But not on weekdays."

I held up a finger as Hindrasta was about to protest.

"You've accumulated quite a few penalty points. I heard you beat up some honor students recently and skip classes frequently. If you leave without permission on a weekday, you'll be disciplined immediately."

"Ugh, this rotten academy. I could just quit."

Hindrasta grumbled, but after glancing at my expression, she quickly backed down.

"Fine, fine! I'll go on the weekend then!"

"But how are you planning to find them? Reblanc is quite far from here."

"They have a branch in this city. I'll go there and rough them up if I need to. Don't worry about it."

Hindrasta waved her hand dismissively and left the café. Such an insolent brat.

"Excuse me, manager. How much has she charged to my account?"

I asked while taking out my wallet, and the manager told me the amount.

"W-what?! How much?!"

Upon hearing that figure, I had no choice but to run after Hindrasta and give her a good knock on the head.

# # # # #

Just as I was leaving the Combat Department's morning meeting, I found Ismera standing in the hallway.

She had her arms crossed with a fierce, displeased expression on her face.

"Good morning, Vice Principal. It's a lovely day."

"How can you be so casual right now?!"

Ismera immediately shouted in response to my greeting.

Startled by her outburst, the other professors hurriedly left the area.

Once we were alone in the hallway, Ismera's expression softened considerably.

"Mister. What are you doing this weekend?"

"This weekend? I'm planning to go into town with Olicia. Why?"

"What are you going there for?"

"Well, to sightsee, shop, eat good food."

"Then I'll be joining you. If that's not a problem."

Ismera suggested with a sweet smile.

"You're surely going to encourage poor Olicia who's exhausted from all her household chores, right? I received a lot of help from Olicia during the competition preparation period, so it's only right that I go along and show my appreciation."

Come to think of it, Olicia had always prepared vegetarian late-night snacks to accommodate Ismera's picky eating habits. Ismera had a point.

"Sure, sure. Let's do that."

"Good. Now give me a kiss."

Ismera closed her eyes and puckered her lips, and I gently pressed my lips against hers.

"Have a good day."

Ismera lightly caressed my face, then turned and gracefully walked away down the hallway.

Is this really the Ismera I know? Her attitude has changed so much that I sometimes get confused.

Still, it's nice to see. That bright demeanor.

# # # # #

The weekend arrived.

I went to the main gate to supervise the students leaving for their weekend outings.

The gate was already crowded with students who had applied for weekend passes, creating a bustling scene.

"Good morning, Professor."

I turned to see Merylda approaching with Knightley, greeting me.

"Are you two going out together?"

"Yes. Knightley promised to show me some nice places."

"Nice places?"

"The kind of places that fresh, vibrant young ladies our age would typically visit," Knightley replied with a self-satisfied expression.

Since the competition, Merylda and Knightley had become very close friends.

They were both honor students, and Merylda seemed to handle Knightley's arrogant personality well.

Much like Ismera and Nierta.

Surprisingly, Hindrasta had also been building some rapport and friendship with these two.

There could be various reasons, but perhaps it's because they're humans who treat her as an equal without knowing she's a dragon.

Or maybe it's because of the gold coins Knightley tossed her way out of pity.

But Hindrasta wasn't with them right now.

"I was wondering where she went, but there she is, doing that?"

Knightley let out a disbelieving laugh.

In front of the firmly closed main gate, Hindrasta was standing with her nose practically pressed against it, stomping her feet impatiently.

"Ugh, I'm in a hurry... Why won't it open..."

But weekend outings were only permitted from 9 AM. No matter how early she arrived, the gate wouldn't open before then.

"I asked her to come hang out with us, but she ignored me and left the dormitory an hour early to stand there like that."

Knightley shook her head.

"She says she's going to collect money from the mercenary corps she used to work for. She's so naive."

"You sound pessimistic. What do you mean?" Merylda asked.

Knightley answered with an expression that suggested Merylda should know better.

"Think about it. Mercenaries are basically legal thugs. They're just one step away from becoming bandits."

"And?"

"Would people like that keep someone's money safe, believing they'll return for it someday? It's probably long gone by now."

"I see..."

After hearing Knightley's explanation, Merylda looked at Hindrasta with sympathetic eyes.

But they were overlooking something important. Hindrasta is a dragon.

If they claim they don't have her money, she'll probably squeeze the oil out of those mercenaries and sell it to get her money back.

Dragons are known for their almost pathological obsession with their treasures and possessions.

That's why they say if you want to easily kill your enemy, steal a treasure from a dragon's nest and throw it in front of their house.

The dragon will incinerate the house with its breath without asking questions.

At nine o'clock, the main gate opened, and Hindrasta was the first to bolt through.

"I'll be back, Professor!"

"I'll bring you snacks. Wait for me."

Merylda and Knightley followed, catching a carriage and departing.

After confirming that all the students had safely left for their outings, I returned home.

I needed to change clothes before going into town with Olicia and Ismera.

When I arrived home, Olicia was already dressed up and waiting for me outside.

"Dian! Hurry up! What took you so long?!"

"Alright, alright. I'll be quick."

Like most girls her age, Olicia finds joy in indulging in small luxuries at the glittering downtown shopping districts.

But having endured a difficult childhood as a war orphan sold to slave traders, followed by growing up in the rural village of Brunswell, she had suppressed those desires for a long time.

Now that I had become an academy professor and we were living in Kalvasar, the continent's largest city, how could she not be excited?

That's why she's always anxious, fearing I might get fired from my professor position and we'd have to return to Brunswell.

"Hurry, hurry."

After I changed clothes and came out, Olicia pushed me toward the carriage.

"Oh right. Vice Principal Ismera is joining us. Is that okay?"

"The Vice Principal? Of course that's fine!"

Olicia, who wants me to network with important people to secure my position, had no reason to object to Ismera's company.

We took a carriage to the main building.

"Vice Principal!"

When Olicia spotted Ismera in the distance, she leaned out the window and waved enthusiastically.

"Olicia."

Dressed in a flowing dress and a wide-brimmed hat, Ismera smiled brightly and waved back.

Ismera looked truly beautiful.

Her elegant sky-blue dress, perfect for the hot summer sun, flowed naturally while accentuating her figure.

Made of light, cool fabric that reflected the sunlight with a subtle sheen, the dress was cinched at the waist with a ribbon that emphasized her slender waistline.

Completing the look was a wide-brimmed white hat decorated with a sky-blue ribbon matching her dress, and ankle-strap sandals.

Ismera looked like a summer spirit incarnate.

Who knew Ismera could dress like this? It's quite surprising.

As Ismera boarded the carriage, she smiled with her eyes and said, "You both look radiant today."

"You look absolutely beautiful too, Vice Principal."

Olicia exchanged compliments with the poise of a grown adult, then exclaimed excitedly, "Let's get going!"

The carriage moved briskly away from the academy.

Sitting across from me, Ismera exuded a fresh fragrance reminiscent of a summer forest at dawn.

I closed my eyes and took a deep breath, inhaling Ismera's scent. Though I should clarify—I'm not being a pervert.
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"Hiyaaaa...."

Olicia couldn't contain her amazement as the carriage left the academy and entered the main streets of Kalvasar.

Though this certainly wasn't her first time visiting the city center, she had the same reaction every time.

"Kalvasar in the summer daylight has a unique charm..."

I'd heard that line so many times before.

"The early spring in Kalvasar is so vibrant with life..."

"As the weather warms up, the streets of Kalvasar look even more radiant..."

"Looking at how everyone's dressed, it seems we're entering summer..."

Olicia always said something like this whenever we came to the city, and I was running out of ways to respond.

But her observation wasn't entirely wrong.

Summer in Kalvasar definitely had a different flavor than spring.

Kalvasar, the Empire's largest city and the birthplace of all trends, fashion, and culture, maintained its sophisticated elegance and wealth even under the scorching summer sun.

Towering, classical buildings displayed the Empire's authority and majesty, while meticulously paved roads between them sparkled in the sunlight.

On both sides of the streets stood shops showcasing the latest trends, with colorful merchandise of all kinds on display.

Summer fruits, flowers, precious metals, beautiful clothes, accessories, shoes, artwork, food—listing everything would take well over a week.

Banners and posters announcing summer festivals hung everywhere, and cafes and restaurants had their terraces filled with tables.

The streets were packed with people amid all this complex yet splendid scenery.

Thin silk dresses, hats adorned with pearls and gold, sharply tailored linen shirts and pants, polished shoes, fans dripping with ornaments, sunglasses, and cool sandals.

People in stylish outfits you couldn't see in other cities were strolling about, enjoying their weekend leisure.

No wonder Olicia was so captivated. Compared to Brunswell, this place might as well be another world.

The fact that most cities were devastated during the war and still undergoing reconstruction probably contributed to Kalvasar's crowded streets.

Kalvasar was a metropolis that miraculously escaped the ravages of war thanks to its geographical advantages.

It faced the sea to the west and south, while mountain ranges to the southeast made it extremely difficult to attack.

The only place where a large army could move was the Kalvasar Plains stretching to the east and north.

Those same plains where part of Linus's territory now lay.

The Demon King's army, with its weak navy but strong capability for large-scale battles on flat terrain, naturally advanced into the Empire through the Kalvasar Plains.

At that time, the Human Alliance was at such a disadvantage that they had no way to directly stop the massive army advancing across the open plains.

The Imperial Castle responded by gathering every remaining mage in the Empire and pouring attack magic onto the plains where the Demon King's army was flooding in.

With Linus and me causing havoc from behind, the Demon King's army ultimately failed to overcome the Kalvasar Plains and had to retreat.

The damage they suffered there was so severe that the tide of war turned afterward. With the establishment of the Demon King Assassination Task Force, they began their path to downfall.

"Come on, get out, Sir Dian!"

While I was reminiscing about the past, Olicia tugged at my arm.

As we got off the carriage, passersby all turned to look at me.

Actually, not at me but at Ismera standing beside me.

Elves are beautiful beings who attract attention wherever they go, and Ismera had especially dressed up for this outing.

One would hardly be human not to stare at Ismera in this state.

"Let's go there first!"

Olicia took the lead, pulling us into the bustling shopping district.

"Hello." "Hello, Professor!"

Occasionally receiving greetings from academy students who were also out, Ismera and I had to follow Olicia as she bounced around like an excited foal.

Olicia was practically beside herself with excitement, triggered by Ismera's earlier comment in the carriage that she would buy her a gift for working hard on the competition preparations.

"Miss Olicia certainly has boundless energy."

"Well, when a noble elf offers to buy you a gift, of course you'd be excited, wondering how expensive and nice it might be. Besides, Olicia has always loved coming to the city."

After I briefly explained how she had lived in Brunswell for ten years, Ismera nodded in understanding.

"That must have been such a boring place for a human girl."

"What can you do? It's the fault of having the wrong master."

"Master? Come to think of it, I heard Olicia was a slave... Ten years ago she would have been very young. Why would you have such a young child as a slave...?"

As Ismera's voice grew increasingly suspicious, I hastily explained.

When I told her how I had purchased Olicia after seeing her being whipped after trying to escape from a slave ship briefly docked at Brunswell, Ismera's expression softened.

"You're truly amazing... You're always saving everyone like that..."

"What are you doing? Hurry up!"

Just then, Olicia, standing in front of a clothing store, waved at us.

"Alright, we're coming."

As we headed toward her, passersby whispered among themselves.

"She's mixed-blood but looks completely human."

"Is that what children look like when their mother is an elf?"

I realized they were mistaking me and Ismera for a couple and Olicia for our daughter.

Olicia and I both have brown eyes and hair, so even in Brunswell we were occasionally mistaken for siblings with a large age gap. That must be what they thought.

And since elves are known for their pride and rarely accompany other races, people probably assumed we were married to be walking together like this. It was a reasonable assumption in its own way.

"People are... mistaking us for a married couple..."

Ismera's face turned bright red as she tightly gripped my sleeve.

"Perhaps they see us as a young couple out shopping with their child on the weekend..."

"Yeah, seems that way."

"What do you think they imagine? That an adventurer who happened to visit the Great Forest fell in love with an elf there...?"

"Could be."

"And then they had a child, and the adventurer quit his dangerous adventuring job for a more stable position to support his family, while the elf supports her husband and feels simple happiness every day..."

"Y-yeah, I guess so?"

"Ah... just thinking about it makes me happy..."

Ismera sighed tremulously and unconsciously linked her arm with mine before coming to her senses and stepping back.

"No academy staff saw us, right?"

"It doesn't hurt to be careful. Let's go. Olicia is getting impatient."

Ismera bought Olicia a very pretty dress.

This was the twenty-third outfit out of a total of sixty that Olicia had tried on while visiting eight different stores today.

Olicia's expression while choosing clothes was as serious as a mage calculating precision strike coordinates, making it impossible to suggest picking just anything.

Surprisingly, Ismera and Olicia got along extremely well, with Ismera constantly bringing clothes for Olicia to try on.

"You have a good eye for fashion, being such a young mother," the shop owner remarked.

Ismera didn't deny it at all, just smiled shyly.

After her long deliberation, Olicia changed into her chosen dress on the spot and stepped out onto the street.

"How do I look?"

"Very nice." "You look beautiful, Olicia."

As Olicia twirled around, Ismera and I applauded and complimented her.

Excited, Olicia jumped up like a ballet dancer, clicking her heels together in mid-air.

She's completely thrilled.

"Shall we get some lunch now? I'm starving after all this walking."

Following a girl obsessed with shopping is truly exhausting—more tiring than a march or infiltration mission, if I may exaggerate a bit.

"Wait a moment. I want to buy something too."

Unexpectedly, Ismera suddenly spoke up.

"You? Elves shop too? Well, let's buy that and then eat."

I wondered what an elf, who typically doesn't have much personal property, would want to buy.

Ismera headed to a men's clothing store.

"Try this on."

There, she picked out a smooth, pure white silk shirt.

The glossy surface made it look extremely expensive and high-quality at first glance.

When I tried it on, it fit perfectly and was very comfortable to move in—quite nice, actually.

"Hey, this is really good. But why are you suddenly buying me clothes?"

"The shirts you usually wear are quite worn out."

After coming to the academy, Olicia had bought me several shirts of the same style and color.

Academy professors are basically required to wear white shirts under their cloaks, so I had asked her to buy identical ones for easy rotation.

After wearing them for half a year while hunting trolls, climbing mountains, riding horses, and doing various activities, they were gradually wearing out.

I'm not interested in fashion, and since Olicia meticulously washed and ironed them so they didn't look obviously worn, I just kept wearing them. But apparently Ismera saw differently.

"It suits you perfectly."

Ismera approached me after I came out wearing the shirt, smiling as she smoothed down the fabric over my chest.

Olicia was staring at this scene with a very puzzled expression.

# # # # #

We finally left the clothing district and went to get lunch.

Ismera only eats vegetarian food, which could potentially be troublesome, but here in Kalvasar, the Empire's largest metropolis, there are plenty of restaurants with vegetarian menus for elves.

We had just chosen a restaurant when suddenly a commotion erupted from nearby.

Looking back, I saw several city guards blowing whistles and pushing through people as they rushed somewhere.

For city guards to be making such a fuss, it must be a serious crime.

If so, the perpetrator is truly foolish.

Kalvasar, with the Imperial Castle located here, has better security than any other city.

Well-trained city guards, as well as occasional royal guards and knights in plain clothes, patrol the streets.

What kind of idiot would...
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"Looks like there was a huge fight at the mercenary guild office."

Just then, I overheard the conversation of passersby.

No matter how I looked at it, that had to be Hindrasta.

Who else but Hindrasta would be an Academy student occupying and trashing a mercenary guild office?

If the city guard had been called out, things must have escalated badly. I can't just leave this alone.

"You two wait here for a moment."

Leaving Ismera and Olicia behind, I followed after the city guards.

When I arrived at the scene, I saw a crowd gathered in front of a building.

From inside came the sounds of things breaking and shattering, along with curses and shouts.

There's definitely a major fight happening in there.

"Professor!"

Merylda and Knightley, who had been mixed in with the crowd, ran over to me.

"What's going on here?"

"Sophie went in there!"

The entrance to the building Merylda was pointing at had no door. Looking closer, I could see small wooden fragments scattered on the ground that must have been the door originally.

So it was Hindrasta after all.

"We ran into her by chance and suggested getting a meal together, but she said she needed to collect some money first. She said she'd treat us with what she collected..."

"She's really too stupid for her own good."

Knightley clicked her tongue.

"Withholding wages is wrong, but going about it this way will probably cost her more in damages than whatever she's owed."

"If Sophie had enough sense to think that far ahead, she wouldn't have broken down the door in the first place..."

Merylda calmly delivered the facts in response to Knightley's comment.

"Make way! Step aside!"

As the city guards pushed through the crowd, suddenly something burst through a second-floor window with a crash.

What fell to the ground with a loud thud was an orc with a bloody nose and swollen eyes, looking completely battered.

"Help me! Monster! Monster!!"

"Eek!?"

The startled crowd immediately retreated several meters back.

Any mercenary guild of decent size always recruits various races besides humans, with orcs being by far the most popular.

They have tremendous strength and, despite their size, possess beast-like reflexes, making them practically a race born for combat.

Having even one orc in a mercenary guild significantly boosts their fighting power, so everyone tries to hire them, especially large guilds like Reblanc.

I've heard they even keep monsters that they've trained since they were young. Anyway.

With a muscular orc being thrown out like that, the city guards hesitated, exchanging nervous glances.

Their attitude was completely different from earlier when they had been boldly pushing through people to enter the building.

Terrifying noises continued to come from inside.

"Captain, what should we do...?"

"Wasn't it supposed to be just an Academy student...?!"

The guards whispered among themselves hesitantly.

"I think we should request backup from headquarters. If an orc ended up like that, there's no way we can handle this ourselves!"

"This is a disaster. Why did it have to happen during my shift..."

As the guards still couldn't decide whether to enter or not, I stepped forward.

"Hey! It's dangerous! Step back!"

"Ah, I'm a professor at the Special Mission Academy."

I took out my Academy faculty ID from my pocket and showed it to them.

I always carry it when going out since many shops in town offer faculty discounts.

"It seems one of our students is in there. I'd like to go in and check."

"It's too dangerous. Look at that."

The guard pointed at the orc who was sitting on the ground, wiping blood from his nose.

"Whatever could do that to an orc—it's absurd to think you could go in there unarmed."

"It's fine. The student is one of mine, and I'm the Head Professor of Combat. I think I'd be better suited than the city guard, don't you?"

"Sigh... If you insist..."

When the guard captain reluctantly gave permission, I approached the building.

"Sophie! It's me!"

I called out from the entrance, but she didn't seem to hear.

"I'm coming in so we can talk!"

Without waiting for a response, I entered through the doorless entrance.

"Ugh... don't step on me..."

"Oh! I'm sorry!"

I felt something soft under my foot and looked down to see a fallen mercenary.

"Go outside. The city guard is there and can help you."

After helping the mercenary to his feet, I continued deeper inside.

"Waaaaaah!"

Dodging another mercenary who was tumbling down, I climbed the stairs to the second floor where several mercenaries had formed a defensive formation around a safe.

They were all holding various weapons, though that didn't seem like a good choice given the situation.

Hindrasta's shoulders, who was facing off against the mercenaries, were burning as if on fire, though no flames were visible.

No matter what form she takes, a dragon is still a dragon.

In front of an enraged dragon, even the bravest mercenary is nothing but a fragile human.

"Open the safe!"

"Please calm down! We need approval from headquarters!"

The mercenaries pleaded in voices that were almost screams in response to Hindrasta's shout.

"What approval? Just give me my money now and sort it out later!"

"We don't have money at the branch right now! We just sent everything to headquarters for initial mission costs!"

"That's your problem! Does that mean all my work for the guild just disappears?! Open the safe and let me see!"

"Who doesn't know how hard you've worked, Sophie? But what can we do when there's no money? Besides, strictly speaking, you weren't even officially assigned to our branch! If you want to complain, go to headquarters!"

"Headquarters is too far! I can't go there and back during a weekend pass! I have to return to the Academy today, so open the safe! Let's at least check if there's money or not!"

There was no way she could be persuaded. Dragons have an obsessive attachment to what they consider theirs, especially gold and treasures.

Seeing no sign of the situation improving, one mercenary stepped forward angrily.

"Are you really going to do this? Do you think the guild doesn't know your situation?!"

"What about my situation?!"

"You abandoned the guild without notice!"

"What?"

"We sent you to guard a client, not to take an entrance exam! You just enrolled in the Academy and stayed there without saying a word! The rumors have spread all over the branch!"

The mercenary's voice grew louder as he became more heated.

"That's a clear breach of contract! If anything, you should be paying us a penalty fee! No matter how talented you are, you can't treat this profession so casually!"

"What did you just say, you bastard?! You think I wanted to go to the Academy?! Penalty fee?! You want me to tear this place apart?!"

When Hindrasta stomped her foot, the wooden floor shattered.

If this continued, someone was going to die.

"That's enough, Sophie."

I pushed past the mercenaries and stepped forward.

"Stop now. This doesn't seem like something that can be resolved this way."

"Don't interfere! This is my business!"

"I'm not trying to stop you, I'm trying to help. If someone dies, things will get really complicated."

"Hiiik!"

Hindrasta, already furious to the tips of her hair, looked ready to lunge forward at any moment.

"Control yourself. You have to live in this city for a long time with that appearance."

Reminding her of the thousand-year curse seemed to calm her fury somewhat.

"Haa... Nothing ever goes right..."

Avoiding my gaze, Hindrasta scratched her head in frustration.

"Whew... We almost died..."

Behind me, the mercenaries put away their weapons and sighed deeply in relief.

"Thank you, sir. I don't know who you are, but you saved us."

"I'm a professor at the Academy where Sophie attends."

"Ah, so you really are a teacher. I'm the branch manager of the Reblanc Mercenary Corps in Kalvasar."

As I shook the branch manager's extended hand, his expression became curious.

"Excuse me, but are you really a professor? These calluses... don't seem like the hands of someone who teaches children."

"I've had my share of sword work. I'm the Head Professor of Combat."

"Ah, I see. That explains the difference in your hands. Anyway, thank you for saving us. Sophie is known for being quite formidable, and I really thought we might die here."

"Shut up! Just give me my money!"

"For heaven's sake! I told you we don't have any money!"

"You're lying! Then open the safe and show me! Why won't you let me see?!"

"Would we just let someone who's no longer part of the guild try to open our safe?!"

Seeing another argument about to break out, I raised my hand to stop them both.

"Enough, enough. This will never end. Let's resolve this through dialogue. But first, let's deal with the city guard outside."

At the mention of the city guard, the branch manager's face showed discomfort.

"The city guard is here?"

"With all this commotion, they'd be neglecting their duty if they didn't come. What do you want to do?"

At my question, the branch manager sighed deeply again.

"We don't want the city guard involved either."

"Very well. I'll send them away, explaining this as an internal guild conflict."

I went outside and explained the situation to the city guard, who seemed to accept it and left the scene.

The city guard likely didn't want to get entangled with the Reblanc Mercenary Corps in such an unpleasant matter.

It's customary for the city guard and mercenary guilds to avoid interfering with each other anyway.

And honestly, there's nothing for the city guard to do if mercenaries are fighting among themselves.

"Now, let's hear the details. I'm not a lawyer, but I'm probably the only person who can mediate for Sophie right now."

"You're right. This way, please."

The branch manager set up a table and chairs that had fallen during the fight, inviting Sophie and me to sit.

"Would you like some tea? No, never mind. Everything's broken."

The branch manager smiled bitterly, looking at the teacups scattered on the floor and spilled tea leaves.

"That's fine. Skip the tea and tell me what's going on."

The branch manager heaved a long sigh and began to speak.

"Our mercenary guild is on the verge of bankruptcy."
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I doubted my ears when I heard what the branch manager said.

"On the verge of bankruptcy? The Reblanc Mercenary Corps?"

"Yes, Professor."

"You're saying they're about to go under?"

"That's correct."

Unbelievable. The Reblanc Mercenary Corps was far too large to be talking about bankruptcy.

What started as a small mercenary group formed by gangsters operating in the Reblanc region had grown by taking on dirty and dangerous jobs that others avoided. They expanded tremendously during the Four-Year War.

Now they had branches everywhere and had become a guild whose name was recognized by everyone.

For such a mercenary corps to be facing bankruptcy—what could have happened?

"Please explain in detail."

"Recently, there was a major territorial war in a certain region of the Empire. Both families fought an all-out war prepared for mutual annihilation, and our mercenary corps got involved. It was a massive contract that required mobilizing everyone except the minimum personnel needed at each branch."

It's not particularly unusual for mercenary corps to be active in territorial wars.

Not many nobles in the Empire can maintain large standing armies. Most operate with a small number of regular knights and untrained serfs who are only mobilized during wartime.

So as the branch manager said, mercenary corps are often hired to bolster forces in major territorial conflicts.

"Don't tell me you lost?"

"That's right. We lost. The client family was completely destroyed and scattered. And most of our mercenary corps leadership was captured as prisoners by the opposing side."

"Captured as prisoners? Who takes mercenaries as prisoners? And who's supposed to pay the ransom?"

"Our mercenary corps, of course. Who else would it be?"

My eyes suddenly caught a small frame hanging on the wall.

It had the grandiose motto "Loyalty Thicker Than Blood" written on it.

"Huh... So you don't have money because you're trying to raise the ransom?"

"Yes. I'm ashamed to admit it, but that's the situation... Headquarters took all the funds from every branch. It's absolute chaos right now."

"I see..."

"Those fucking idiots!" Hindrasta, who had been listening, suddenly shouted.

"How could they throw everyone including branch members into some contract like that! And the leadership? Don't tell me the captain and all his sons went too?"

"The client promised to cede part of the territory to our mercenary corps if we won the war. That's how much that family had staked on this territorial conflict. But who could have predicted such a miserable defeat? Honestly, I still can't believe it myself. Of all places, our Reblanc Mercenary Corps..."

I folded my arms and leaned back against the chair. This really was a life-or-death crisis for the mercenary corps.

If what the branch manager said was true, they couldn't return the money Hindrasta had saved up.

And since Hindrasta belonged to headquarters rather than a branch, that was even more likely to be the case.

"This is ridiculous," Hindrasta snorted.

"Did you really spend every last coin on the ransom? Surely you must have kept some money for food and lodging?"

"What we have now is just living expenses for the branch members. It's not enough to pay Sophie's wages. If you don't believe me, I can open the safe for you. But please promise me something."

The branch manager looked back and forth between Hindrasta and me.

"It's really just pocket change. It's far less than what Sophie mentioned, but it's barely enough to run the branch right now..."

"I understand. I'll guarantee it. I'll make sure Sophie doesn't take the money."

When I stepped in, the branch manager got up with a relieved expression and opened the safe.

Inside were a few gold coins, about twenty silver coins, and some copper coins. It was truly almost empty.

Now I understand why the branch manager had been reluctant to open the safe for Hindrasta earlier.

If Hindrasta took even that much, they might literally starve to death.

If he had shown it earlier, he couldn't have stopped Hindrasta from taking the money, but now with me here, I could prevent that.

Not that I don't understand Hindrasta's position.

Headquarters in Reblanc is too far for Hindrasta, who's trapped in Polymorf, to easily visit. And since the branch wouldn't open the safe, suspicion had built up in her mind.

Still, for a dragon, she's showing remarkable patience.

"Has the mercenary corps really collapsed...? I can't believe it."

Hindrasta muttered, staring into the desolate safe.

To be honest, I'm having trouble grasping the reality of it too.

The Reblanc Mercenary Corps is a major guild renowned throughout the Empire. They're a powerful mercenary corps that contracts directly with the Imperial Army.

For such a corps to be defeated in a mission where they mobilized all their mercenaries—just how powerful was their opponent?

"According to those who returned alive, there was an unknown swordsman who turned the battlefield upside down."

"An unknown swordsman? He was alone?"

"Yes. A young man wielding a great sword who fought so well that people were ground up like meat in a grinder whenever he appeared."

The branch manager shook his head.

"With skills like that, someone should definitely recognize him, but nobody knows who he is."

A swordsman with incredible skills that even mercenaries who've fought their whole lives have never seen before... This sounds suspicious.

"Anyway, I'm sorry about the situation, Sophie. You'd be better off going to headquarters. Though honestly, I can't promise anything there either..."

"How could this happen? I thought you didn't have money because you couldn't fulfill contracts and had to pay penalties."

"Isn't that a bit self-centered? Our mercenary corps wouldn't falter just because one person is missing."

"What did you say?!"

I had to intervene to stop another fight from breaking out.

# # # # #

After wrapping things up at the mercenary corps, we came out.

Hindrasta was muttering to herself with a haggard face.

She must be shocked that she couldn't get the money she expected right away.

"Let's eat first. Then we can think about what to do."

"Okay..."

Ismera, Olicia, Merylda, and Knightley, who had been waiting outside, rushed over.

"Are you okay?"

"Yes, I'm fine. Sophie is also unharmed."

"That's a relief. So, Sophie, did you resolve the issue?"

Sophie shook her head weakly at Merylda's question.

"Far from resolving it, I might lose all my money."

"Let's talk about it over food."

I was already starving from following Olicia around, so we headed to the restaurant we had planned to visit.

During the meal, I explained what had happened at the mercenary corps.

"The situation is completely messed up. You won't be able to get your money, huh?"

At Knightley's words, Hindrasta massaged the back of her neck as if she was getting a headache.

"Those idiots, why would they burn the entire mercenary corps on a single contract?"

Then suddenly, Hindrasta started shedding tears.

"Uuugh, my money... If I had known this would happen, I would have collected it as I earned it..."

There she goes crying again.

"What am I going to do now... I don't even have money to buy cake... That was money I earned through hard work..."

"Wipe your tears, Sophie."

As Hindrasta wiped her eyes with the tissue Ismera handed her, she suddenly looked at me.

"Help me."

"Me?"

"You promised to help me. You promised to help me get my money back after the competition ended."

"That's right. I think I heard that too." "Me too."

Merylda and Knightley agreed.

I was already thinking about how to help Hindrasta recover her money.

First, we need to visit the headquarters in Reblanc.

We should hear more details there and find out if she can get her money, or if we need to explore other options.

Anyway, Hindrasta is my student, so I should help resolve her difficulties.

Although she came at me first, I kept her at the Academy, so I have a responsibility.

"Let's go to Reblanc together after we eat. How's that?"

"Really?! Wait a minute..."

When Hindrasta trailed off, I understood what she was thinking and smiled.

"This time, it'll be just you and me."

She seems afraid of running into Linus again without knowing.

Somewhat relieved, Hindrasta stopped crying and started eating.

Merylda, who had been watching her with a pleased expression, suddenly asked:

"By the way, Professor and Vice Principal, why did you go out together?"

"Yeah, I'm curious too. You don't usually wear clothes like that, do you?"

Knightley pointed at Ismera's dress.

"I came out to buy a gift for Olicia."

Ismera answered without hesitation.

"She made vegetarian late-night snacks for me every night during the competition. She helped in many other ways too. Olicia contributed greatly to our Academy winning first place in the competition. When I heard that Professor Dian and Olicia were going out, I decided to join them."

"Ah, I see. Come to think of it, I should do something for Olicia too."

Knightley was quickly convinced by Ismera's clear explanation.

However, Merylda didn't say anything and just stared at Ismera.

# # # # #

After the meal, Hindrasta and I decided to head back first.

The others said they wanted to look around more to buy gifts for Olicia.

Back at the faculty bachelor quarters, I knocked on Orendi's door.

"Orendi! Are you in there?"

After a moment, Orendi opened the door in casual clothes.

"Professor Dian? Sophie? What brings you here on a weekend afternoon?"

"Take us to Reblanc."

"What? Reblanc? Why are you suddenly going there?"

"We need to collect money from the Reblanc Mercenary Corps."

"Huh...?"

I urged the confused Orendi to open a dimensional gate to Reblanc.

Having a mage around as transportation is really convenient.

That thought crossed my mind as we landed right in front of the Reblanc Mercenary Corps headquarters.

"Open up!"

Sophie ran to the main entrance and pounded on it.

"It's Sophie! Give me my money!"

Soon the door opened, and a young woman appeared.

"Sophie...? You traitor! Didn't you run off to the Academy?"

"Traitor?! Who ran off?! Ask Dian over there!"

The woman who had been staring at Sophie in confusion turned her gaze toward me.

After looking at me for a while, she exclaimed in shock:

"Big brother Dian?!"
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"Short silver hair, scars, tanned skin. That's..."

"Dian, big brother!"

When the woman called out to me again, memories suddenly flooded back.

"You, you... you... Could it be...?"

"It's me! Scala!"

The woman happily pounded her chest.

"Whaaat? What happened? Why do you look like this?"

"'Why do I look like this?' Is that what you say to someone you haven't seen in ages?"

"Well, you know. Back then you were definitely small, pale, and pretty, but now somehow..."

"You really have no filter, do you? Saying that right to my face!"

Scala rushed over and punched me in the chest with a thud.

But there was no real force behind it.

"I thought you were dead when I didn't hear from you!"

Then she angrily pulled me into a tight hug.

"As you can see, I'm not dead."

"Then why didn't you send even one letter? You could have at least said you were coming. And of all times, in this situation..."

"I heard. The mercenary corps is completely destroyed, right?"

"How did you know?"

Scala asked as she pulled away from me.

"I just stopped by the Kalvasar branch on my way here. This one wanted to collect the money she'd saved up in the mercenary corps."

"Give me my money!"

Scala looked at Sophie and massaged the back of her neck as if she had a headache.

"Seriously, bad things always happen all at once. Ugh, my neck is killing me. But who is this girl who came with you? And who's that person in the back? A mage?"

"Hello."

Orendi, who had been standing in front of the dimensional gate, awkwardly greeted her.

"Let's go inside first. We need to understand the exact situation."

"Right. Everyone come in. You too, Miss Mage."

"Ah, yes!"

The inside of the mercenary corps was chilly.

Of course, even though the Reblanc region was in the north, summer was still summer, so it wasn't actually cold.

It was just that the atmosphere itself was too bleak.

Normally, the place should have been bustling with mercenaries on duty, those leaving for or returning from missions, and receptionists. But now it was as quiet as a graveyard.

In the corner, a few mercenaries sat chewing on what looked like beef jerky while watching us. They seemed unusually dejected, unlike the Reblanc mercenaries I knew.

It seems the mercenary corps really has been destroyed, just as the Kalvasar branch manager said.

Sensing the same thing I did, a shadow fell across Hindrasta's face.

"I really think I'm going to lose my money..."

Even after entering some office, Hindrasta kept anxiously looking around.

"What are you looking at? Like it's your first time here."

Scala asked, watching Hindrasta.

"I'm trying to find where my money is. Why?"

"Before money, let's start from the beginning."

Scala firmly raised her hand to stop Sophie from speaking.

"I'm completely lost here. I want to know why the traitor has returned, and how Dian, who I thought was dead, has been living all this time."

"Traitor?!"

"Easy now, Sophie. Calm down. Let's talk."

I forced Hindrasta to sit in a chair and had Orendi sit down too.

"Is it okay for this mage to hear everything?"

Scala asked, looking at Orendi who was perched awkwardly on her chair.

"It's fine. If we don't let her listen, she might go crazy with curiosity."

"Thank you, Head Professor."

Orendi bowed her head to me.

"Well then, shall we hear explanations one by one from the beginning? First, Dian. You left the mercenary corps 10 years ago and never contacted us once."

"But don't you have something urgent to deal with right now?"

"Being an hour late won't cause any problems."

"If you say so. I'll tell you."

I briefly explained my story to Scala.

My short connection with the Reblanc Mercenary Corps began during the war.

At that time, the Reblanc Mercenary Corps was building its reputation by contracting directly with the Imperial Castle and being deployed to areas where it was difficult for regular legions to enter.

These difficult areas included guerrilla warfare zones or regions with political issues that made it hard for imperial forces to intervene.

When Linus and I joined them under orders from the Imperial Castle, the mercenary corps was conducting operations in a noble's territory.

Even during the war, nobles would foam at the mouth if imperial forces entered their lands.

They feared that troops would use the emergency as an excuse to enter, then remain stationed there after the war ended and eventually take over their territory.

However, from the Imperial Castle's perspective, some territories were strategically important strongholds that couldn't be left to fend for themselves.

For this reason, mercenary corps with unclear affiliations would push in instead of imperial forces, forming battle lines in place of the nobles' weak private armies.

No matter how veteran the imperial forces were, officers were still officers, and it was difficult for them to be as reckless and rough as the mercenaries.

Anyway, the Reblanc Mercenary Corps was also conducting operations at the border of a noble territory called C'torelong, and since the demon king's army they faced was quite strong, the Imperial Castle sent Linus and me to reinforce them.

That's where I first met Scala.

Unlike now, when they have branches everywhere like a major corporation, back then the Reblanc Mercenary Corps moved as a single large unit.

They would set up a base in a safe rear area, leave minimal defensive forces, and send the main force to battle and return.

For this reason, Scala, the daughter of the mercenary corps leader, also followed the front lines.

Scala always wanted to go into battle with her father and brothers, but no sane leader would take his young daughter into combat.

Feeling sorry for the sulking little girl left at the base, I would call her over when there was no fighting and teach her various combat techniques.

That's how we became close, and Scala began calling me "Dian, big brother" and following me around.

Back then, Scala was even smaller, paler, and cuter than Olicia, but somehow in the meantime she's become like this...

Anyway, I moved with the mercenary corps for about a month, successfully completed the operation, and then left. After that came the end of the war, my seclusion, and my appointment to the academy.

"Hmm, I see. So after the war ended, you lived in seclusion and then became an academy professor."

Scala nodded with her arms crossed, then suddenly slammed her fist on the desk.

"Then you could have sent at least one letter!!"

"What nonsense. What letter? Did you and Dian make some eternal vow or something? Wake up. Dian is surrounded by females now."

When Hindrasta provoked her, Scala bared her teeth.

"Shut your mouth, traitor. And why are you speaking informally to my brother? You're a student and he's a professor, right? Still as rude as you were in the mercenary corps."

"What does it matter if I speak informally to Dian? I'm not even part of the mercenary corps anymore, so mind your own business and just give me my money."

"Brother, why did you select this one as an academy special student? She was an uncontrollable troublemaker even in the mercenary corps."

I laughed out loud at Scala's description.

"To raise the graduate average. Whatever her personality, her abilities are exceptional."

"That's true, but... How were you able to keep her at the academy? She really doesn't listen. Sometimes I want to bash the back of her head with a mace."

"Would a mace be enough?"

When Hindrasta quipped, Scala shook her head as if disgusted.

"Sophie and I have known each other since the war. Our first meeting wasn't particularly pleasant, but I managed to get a good hold on her weakness. That's why she's stuck at the academy, unable to leave."

"Really? During the war? What did you do? And what's this weakness?"

"That's just how it is. Just know that much."

"Fine... Anyway, I understand your story now. So you came to help Sophie collect her money."

"Right. Do you have the money?"

Scala didn't answer immediately, but leaned back against the chair with a bitter smile.

Hindrasta, who had been irritating Scala until just now, anxiously stared at Scala's lips.

"You said you already knew. It's gone."

"Aaaaargh!"

"Sophie. Wait."

While restraining Sophie who was screaming, I asked:

"Is it serious?"

"Dad, my brothers, and the rest of the staff have all been taken prisoner."

Scala massaged the back of her neck again.

"There are so many prisoners that even using all the mercenary corps' cash and taking out loans won't be enough."

"Shouldn't the client share some of the burden?"

Scala snorted.

"The client's family went bankrupt long ago paying compensation. Besides, the ransom for captured mercenaries isn't the client's responsibility. That's legally established and specified in the contract."

"Right. That's true. But what I really don't understand is how the main force of the Reblanc Mercenary Corps could lose."

"There was a madman on the other side. Wait a moment."

Scala called in the mercenaries who were outside.

They were survivors from the recent territory battle who had witnessed the unnamed swordsman with the great sword.

"It was truly an unbelievable sight..."

The mercenaries trembled as if the scene was still vivid in their minds.

"In the middle of the fierce battle, suddenly there was a loud noise. When I turned around, there was a man wielding a sword almost as tall as a person."

"A sword as tall as a person?"

"Hard to believe, right? Even we who are telling you this can hardly believe it ourselves."

The man, who appeared as if he had fallen from the sky, swung that enormous sword recklessly, and anyone caught in the sword's path was cut down.

It was a wide-ranging attack that didn't particularly distinguish between friend and foe, so both sides suffered tremendous damage.

So at first, they thought he might be a third force, but after the battle ended, he retreated toward the enemy camp, clearly seeming to be an enemy mercenary or private soldier.

"We tried to snipe him with crossbows, but it was useless. It was as if he had eyes on the back of his head—he dodged or deflected everything."

"Was there no one who knew who this person was? For such a skilled fighter using such a unique weapon, there should have been rumors..."

"No one. After the first battle where he appeared, everyone talked about him, but nothing."

This isn't impossible, of course.

This isn't the real world where complete common sense and physical laws apply.

There's magic and divine power here, dragons breathe fire, and non-humans like Linus exist.

So it's not strange that there might be a human with monstrous strength who can easily swing a piece of metal as big as a person.

But still, it's strange.

A great sword that's difficult to handle. And not just an ordinary zweihander, but something of such monstrous size that "it was too big to be called a sword."

With such a unique weapon and the strength and fighting skill to slice through people, his name should have become known...
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"Wait a moment. I'll show you the relevant information."

Scala rummaged through the pile of documents on her desk and pulled out a few.

"This is the ransom they're demanding. Outrageous, isn't it?"

"That's quite a lot."

"And this is all the money our mercenary corps can scrape together right now. Not even close."

"I see."

"And this is the money we've been saving under your name, Sophie. Is the amount correct?"

"Yes. Hand it over if you have it."

Scala shook her head at Hindrasta's demand.

"Sorry, but we had to use all of that too because it was urgent."

"That's my money! Not yours!"

"I know, I know."

Scala threw up her hands in disgust.

"I said I know. But what could we do? When all our mercenary family members are captured, should we just fucking let them die?"

"You keep saying 'family,' but aren't I family too?! That money was earned while I was part of the mercenary corps!"

"Damn it!"

Scala slammed her fist on the desk in response to Hindrasta's retort.

"That's exactly why! Since you earned it as family, let's use it to save our family! I told you before! We were uncomfortable holding onto your money, so I said you should take it all and deposit it in a bank! But what did you say? That your identity was unclear so you couldn't open a bank account! That's why we had no choice but to keep it for you!"

"Does that mean you can spend it however you want just because I didn't put it in a bank?!"

Hindrasta jumped up, loudly knocking over her chair. Scala stood up in response.

"We need to keep our family members alive first before we can earn money to pay you back!! That money you entrusted to us—once we rebuild the mercenary corps, we can earn it back in no time! We're absolutely not stealing it!"

Scala kicked the fallen chair, which shattered pathetically. Poor Orendi flinched and hunched her shoulders in fear.

"And you, Sophie! How can you call yourself human?! My father accepted you without question when you had no experience and were flat broke! He overlooked all the trouble you caused when you wanted to join! We fed you, gave you a place to sleep, paid you precisely what you earned, gave you the most expensive equipment when you did well, prioritized you for assignments—we did everything for you! And when have we ever been late with payments?! We calculated down to the last coin and put it all in your name! We even gave you an allowance on top of that! But now you're acting like this! Loyalty is thicker than blood!! You ate, slept, and worked with us for years! Do you really not feel any gratitude toward my father at all?! Huh?!"

"That's..."

Hindrasta hesitated, flustered.

"So stop talking about money right now! My head feels like it's about to explode as it is! Everyone from my blood relatives to our subordinates has been captured, and I'm the only one left—what exactly am I supposed to do?!!!!!!!"

Scala stomped on the remains of the broken chair, then hung her head, breathing heavily.

"Please help me... It's too much to handle alone... I promise we won't steal your money... Just stop talking about money until this is resolved... I'm begging you..."

Hindrasta couldn't say anything at first, just opening and closing her mouth while looking at Scala before finally managing to speak.

"I'm... sorry..."

With that, a cold silence descended upon the office.

I could almost hear Orendi's eyeballs rolling.

I understand both Scala and Hindrasta's positions.

Right now, Scala is in no position to be picky when it comes to rescuing the captured mercenaries.

So she probably dipped into Hindrasta's money too. Given the situation, it's understandable.

And it's not strange that Hindrasta is demanding her money back.

Scala is talking about human decency to Hindrasta, but Hindrasta isn't human.

She's a dragon who has no interest in other races she considers inferior and is obsessively attached to her possessions.

So the mercenary corps' circumstances are none of Hindrasta's concern.

Nevertheless, the fact that she apologized to Scala like that means that during her ten years of being forcibly polymorphed, she must have come to understand us humans at least a little.

"Alright, Sophie. It seems you understand the urgent situation the mercenary corps is in."

Hindrasta nodded weakly.

"The old man captain did do a lot for me..."

"Good. Let's summarize the situation. You got involved in a territorial war, lost, and most of the mercenary corps were taken prisoner. The ransom they're demanding exceeds what the corps can pay, even if you mobilize all your cash and take out loans."

"That's right."

Scala answered grimly.

"Can't you get some support from the Imperial Castle?"

"We're yesterday's news now that the war is over. We've grown too big and are being kept in check. The Imperial Castle might even be happy about our current situation."

"Hmm, I see. But if this isn't resolved, Sophie won't be able to get her money back. That's why we came here."

Looking at the dejected Scala and sighing Hindrasta, I rubbed my chin and made a suggestion.

"How about this, Scala?"

"What is it?"

"If there are no prisoners, there's no need to pay a ransom, right?"

"That's true, but... Brother, you're not suggesting we abandon the prisoners, are you? That would be insane."

"Of course not. What I'm saying is, let's make it so that prisoners who were there are no longer there. Do you understand what I mean?"

Scala stared at me for a moment before her eyes widened.

"Can you do it?"

"I can. Let me explain the plan."

My plan is simple. A prison break.

We don't have money for the ransom, and we can't abandon the prisoners, so we'll take them back by force.

Then we won't need to pay money or abandon the prisoners.

The other side may not get their ransom, but they've already gained plenty from winning the territorial war, right?

It can be a happy ending for everyone.

The problem is the identity of that nameless swordsman.

If he's a mercenary hired by the other side, he's probably already taken his fee and left. If he's a knight or part of the military belonging to the territory, conflict will be unavoidable.

But for now, there's no way to know if he's there or not. So we'll just have to go and see.

Despite presenting this clear plan, a shadow of concern fell across Scala's face.

"Not bad. Not bad, but... even if we gather all the mercenaries here, there aren't even ten of us. We're too few."

"We don't need to take everyone. Just you, me, Sophie, and the mage Orendi here."

"Just the four of us?! That's reckless! And what if that nameless swordsman shows up?!"

"No problem. We have you, Scala, the swordswoman of the strongest mercenary corps."

"M-me...?"

Scala pointed to herself in surprise when singled out.

"You want me to fight that guy?"

"You haven't forgotten what I taught you, have you?"

"I haven't, but... even Father and my brothers couldn't handle him..."

"Do we have anywhere else to retreat to? If you're not planning to jump backward off a cliff, we just have to push forward."

The Reblanc Mercenary Corps is standing on the edge of a cliff. There's absolutely no way to compromise with the current situation.

So we move forward.

And this doesn't pose any legal problems whatsoever.

This is happening within a noble's territory, which isn't subject to Imperial law.

In a territory, the lord is the law, and if you can overpower that lord by force, that becomes the new law.

"And if things go wrong, Sophie will help. No one can stand against a group attack."

Hindrasta jumped up.

"Me?! Why am I suddenly involved?!"

"Because this is the quickest and easiest way to get your money back. If we beat them up and make the ransom a non-issue, that money will go straight to you, right?"

After my simple explanation, Hindrasta nodded.

"Hmm, that's true. Fine. I'll just go and tear them apart. But are you just going to watch?"

"Let's see for now. How well my disciples fight in a real battle."

Scala trained with me for about a month during the war, and Hindrasta received intensive training during the month of the competition, so calling them disciples isn't wrong.

With that, all agreements were reached.

"Orendi. Open a dimensional gate. We don't have time."

"Uhhh... I really don't know anymore..."

Orendi opened a dimensional gate with an expression of having given up on everything.

# # # # #

The exit of the dimensional gate led directly to the hostile territory. The lord's castle was visible ahead.

A few guards were patrolling on the castle walls, but overall, security didn't seem particularly tight.

Probably because they had just won a major territorial war, so tension had generally eased.

The inside of the lord's castle was brightly lit, and noisy sounds could be heard.

Perhaps they were having a grand feast with the compensation they'd extracted from the family that had hired the Reblanc Mercenary Corps.

"The prisoners are being held there, right?"

"They should be. I heard there's a dungeon underground."

"Hey, Orendi. Can't you open a dimensional gate inside the building or to the basement?"

Orendi frowned at my request.

"It's difficult for me to calculate such precise coordinates..."

If it were Kaiden, he would have opened a dimensional gate right in front of the prison and laid out a red carpet too.

"Then what about jumping down from above?"

"I considered that, but there's a coordinate disruption spell on the lord's castle."

That means we can't open a dimensional gate properly. If we're not careful, it could open somewhere dangerous.

This is a simple spell that can be set up by placing enchanted totems, so most important facilities have this coordinate disruption magic.

If it were Kaiden, he would have found a way in despite that. But Orendi is still far from reaching Kaiden's level.

"Can't be helped. Alright, Orendi. Fire an attack spell at the main gate."

"Understood—wait, what?! An attack spell?! I thought I was just opening gates!"

"We need to open the door to get in. Did you think we were going to ring the doorbell at the main gate and explain why we're visiting?"

"Well, no, but..."

Orendi looked around at everyone with a troubled expression.

Both Scala and Hindrasta had their own desperate circumstances and were looking at Orendi with pleading eyes.

"I guess I have no choice."

Unable to ignore those gazes, Orendi finally stretched out both hands.

"I can only hope there's no defensive magic in place."

Orendi muttered as bluish magical power gathered in her hands.

"I really don't know what's happening anymore... I was resting comfortably in my room on the weekend, and suddenly I'm here casting attack spells at someone else's castle... Firing now!"

An attack spell shot out in a straight line from Orendi's hands and hit the main gate of the lord's castle.

With a thunderous boom, the main gate was torn off and went flying.

The guards on the castle walls shouted in alarm, rang bells, and chaos ensued.

"Now, let's go in."

We entered the lord's castle through the thick cloud of dust.
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"What are you doing! Whoa! Everyone, stand back!"

A spell fell in front of the soldiers who were rushing toward us.

"A mage! There's a mage among the intruders!"

"If-if you come any closer, you'll regret it!"

Orendi, hiding behind me with only her upper body peeking out, threatened the soldiers with a shaky voice.

In contrast, Scala, who stood at the front, showed considerable skill in intimidating opponents.

Swinging her sharp blade with impressive force, Scala marched across the courtyard of the lord's castle at a steady pace, neither stopping nor slowing down.

"I am Scala of the Reblanc Mercenary Corps!"

As Scala shouted, quarrels came flying from the castle walls to greet us.

However, not a single one hit Scala.

In the blink of an eye, her blade flashed, deflecting all the quarrels.

Watching Scala's movements filled me with both admiration and pride.

Ten years ago, Scala was just a little kid who envied her brothers going into battle, swinging sticks she found around the camp.

Feeling sorry for her, I took her under my wing and taught her various skills. It seems like just yesterday, yet she's grown into such a remarkable fighter.

"Lord, come out right now!"

Scala shouted, but the lord didn't appear.

I wouldn't come out either if I were him.

Just four people breaking down the main gate with magic in the middle of the night and barging in without any warning—anyone would be suspicious.

Besides, if this is about prisoner negotiations, the lord holds all the cards. He won't easily give in to our demands.

But that's fine. I never expected the lord to be cooperative anyway.

"Now, everyone please step back. We didn't come here to fight you."

I addressed the soldiers who were hesitating to approach, keeping their distance due to Scala's fierce presence and Orendi's magical deterrence.

"There are mercenary prisoners in the dungeon below, right? We're just here to take them with us. Don't interfere and no one will get hurt."

"Who are you people!"

At that moment, someone walked out from among the soldiers.

Unlike the others, he wore expensive-looking armor—probably a knight.

"I am the knight-in-charge of this castle! Identify yourselves, you ruffians who break down others' doors in the middle of the night!"

"I am Scala of the Reblanc Mercenary Corps."

Scala stepped forward, lowering her sword at an angle.

"I've come for the prisoners."

"So you're mercenaries, the lowly sort one should avoid. Don't you know basic courtesy?"

The knight drew his sword from its scabbard.

"Everyone, stand back! I'll handle this!"

After sending the soldiers away, the knight planted his sword upside down in the ground and placed his hand on the hilt, solemnly declaring:

"I am Barian, knight of the C'torelong domain! This sword is drawn for the honor of my lord and this land. Now that you scoundrels have set foot here, there is no turning back... Damn it!!"

Before the knight could finish his declaration, Scala attacked, swinging her sword.

The startled knight hastily retreated, barely deflecting Scala's blade.

Knights typically engage in lengthy introductions about who they are and why they've drawn their swords before starting combat.

But Scala is a mercenary. She's not bound by the knights' outdated customs.

"Argh!"

As the knight's stance faltered in confusion, Scala delivered a powerful kick to his groin.

The knight, taking a direct hit, doubled over in pain.

"Such cowardice!" "You dirty bitch!"

The watching soldiers jeered from all around, while I clapped and whistled.

"Well done, Scala! That's exactly right!"

In mercenary fights, playing fair doesn't win—the one who uses dirty tactics most effectively comes out on top.

That's why, some ten years ago, I focused on teaching Scala how to fight dirty.

No matter how skilled a woman might be, overcoming the physical differences between men and women is extremely difficult.

So rather than facing opponents head-on, she needs to maximize the use of tricks and deception.

"You wench!"

Despite the tremendous pain, the knight amazingly twisted his body to avoid Scala's next strike.

Then, with powerful force, he pushed back with his sword, knocking Scala down.

"Kill her!"

Just as the knight raised his sword over the fallen Scala—

"Ugh! Ptui! Ptui!"

Scala threw dirt in the knight's face and rolled backward to avoid his blade.

"Nice, Scala! Well done!!"

As I was rejoicing in my disciple's remarkable growth, the knight started cursing.

"What are you all doing? Don't just watch—attack!"

Realizing he had no chance in single combat, he called for the soldiers.

As the soldiers charged forward with battle cries, Hindrasta jumped into the fray.

"AAAAAAAAAAAAAA-! Gack!"

A soldier grabbed by Hindrasta's collar flew through the air with a faint scream before crashing into the castle wall.

"Wh-what...?!" "Huh?!"

As Hindrasta reached out for a second target, the soldiers scattered in panic, pushing each other to get away.

"Ahhh! I'm caught!"

But inevitably, one unfortunate soldier found himself in Hindrasta's grasp and was sent flying across the courtyard, breaking tree branches before disappearing from view.

"What is that...?"

A terrible silence fell among the soldiers, faced with this unbelievable display of strength.

They all just looked at each other nervously; I could almost hear them swallowing in fear.

Good. I can leave this to Hindrasta and Scala.

Given that he hasn't appeared despite all this commotion, it seems that the nameless swordsman who wields the great sword isn't here.

Perhaps he was a wandering mercenary working alone.

"Orendi. Open that door."

I pointed to the entrance of the inner castle, and Orendi fired an attack spell at it.

BOOM!!

Stepping over the fallen door into the castle, we encountered unarmed servants who screamed and fled at the sight of us.

"Where is the dungeon?"

I grabbed one of them by the neck and asked, which led us down to the dungeon.

The dungeon was damp and dark, making it difficult to see clearly.

I grabbed a torch from the wall and shone it into the cells, revealing several people imprisoned inside.

"You're from the Reblanc Mercenary Corps, right? I've come to rescue you."

"You came to rescue us? Wait... that face... looks familiar..."

A man staring at me from behind the bars tilted his head.

"Could it be... Brother Dian...?"

"Hello. Long time no see. You look terrible."

"What the hell! It really is Brother Dian!"

The young man exclaimed excitedly as he jumped to his feet.

"Father! Brothers! Brother Dian is here! He came to rescue us!"

"What? Dian?"

At that sound, all the mercenaries who had been lying or sitting in the back rushed forward.

"Dian? What brings you here!"

A middle-aged mercenary captain reached through the bars to grasp my hand.

This guy has aged terribly in ten years.

"I heard the news. Scala's been working herself to death out there."

"Scala? Is Scala safe?"

"She's outside with Sophie, keeping the soldiers busy."

"What? Sophie too? Sophie definitely went to the Academy—why is she here?"

"I'm a professor at that Academy."

"You're a professor?! What is this, some joke about getting a slime doctorate...?"

"Alright, alright, quiet down."

I raised my hand to stop the barrage of questions from the mercenaries.

"We're planning to leave without paying the ransom, so let's move quickly. We can talk later when we get back to headquarters."

After moving the mercenaries back, I used magic to break the bars.

"A mage too...? I really don't understand what's going on..."

"Come out quickly, mister. Don't dawdle."

As the mercenary captain was exiting the prison, he suddenly asked as if remembering something:

"What happened to that guy?"

"You mean the nameless swordsman with the great sword? I don't know. I didn't see him. Maybe he left since he was just a contracted mercenary?"

"Damn it all."

The captain's face darkened as he instructed the other mercenaries to arm themselves.

Though "arming" just meant using broken bars as spears and clubs.

"Listen, Dian. That guy is still in the lord's castle. He captured us himself, so he insists on collecting the ransom personally."

"Really? What a strange guy. He's not even the lord, so why him? What's his position? Is he a vassal here?"

"No. He's just a wandering swordsman."

"Then can't we just chase him away?"

"It's not that simple. Even the lord can't do anything. They were having a feast before you came in—all of that was because that guy was intimidating the lord. He's completely insane."

What is this nonsense?

Some no-name swordsman who did well in a territorial battle not only wants to pocket the prisoner ransom himself but is also squatting in the lord's castle, draining resources until he gets paid?

I don't know who he is, but I'd like to see his face.

"Anyway, let's get out of here. There's a coordinate distortion spell in place, so we need to get outside the castle before I can open a dimensional door."

As I led the mercenaries outside, Scala and Hindrasta had cornered the soldiers.

The soldiers were completely intimidated, especially by Hindrasta's impossible strength, and none dared to step forward.

Who would willingly fight when getting caught meant being thrown who knows where?

"Kids! Let's go home!"

At my call, Scala and Hindrasta ran over to us.

"Dad! Brothers!"

Scala threw her arms around the mercenary captain.

"Prisoners of war—what a disgrace for the Reblanc Mercenary Corps!"

"Haha, I'm sorry. And Sophie, thank you for coming to help."

At the captain's words of gratitude, Hindrasta awkwardly scratched the back of her head.

"I just came to collect the money you owe me, and they said they couldn't pay because of the ransom. Don't misunderstand."

As we passed the hesitant soldiers toward the exit, I suddenly felt strange.

"Dian! Above!"

At Hindrasta's shout, everyone looked up.

Something dark was standing on the terrace of the castle tower.

Judging by the massive straight object resting on his shoulder, it must be that nameless swordsman.

The nameless swordsman stepped onto the terrace railing and leaped down, landing between us and the exit.
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The ground cracked with a faint tremor as the nameless swordsman stepped down, suggesting considerable weight.

It might be due to his large build or perhaps that massive greatsword slung over his shoulder.

The nameless swordsman slowly rose and lowered his greatsword at an angle.

The weapon was truly enormous, not at all an exaggeration when described as person-sized—it looked less like a sword and more like a steel pillar.

"Where do you think you're running to?"

The nameless swordsman spoke.

"There can be no paradise in the place you flee to."

"Blast him!"

Orendi's attack magic struck the nameless swordsman directly.

At such close range, the spell hit with perfect accuracy, causing the mercenaries to cheer.

"No matter how tough you are, one magic spell makes everyone equal!"

But Hindrasta didn't celebrate and shouted instead:

"Everyone shut up! It's not over!"

As the dust from the magical attack dispersed, the nameless swordsman reappeared.

He had positioned his greatsword like a shield in front of him.

"What the hell is this guy?!"

"How is he unharmed after taking a direct hit?!"

"There can be no paradise in the place you flee to."

The nameless swordsman finished his line as he lowered his greatsword.

That line sounds familiar somehow.

The nameless swordsman rested the greatsword on his shoulder again and surveyed us with an expressionless face.

Tall with a worn black cloak. His hair was cut short, and his face lacked the scars one would expect on a swordsman.

I examined his features carefully but had no recollection of him, nor had I heard rumors of anyone matching his description, which was certainly strange.

He'd jumped from a height that would have seriously injured an ordinary person, yet he was unharmed. Magic had no effect on him, and above all, there was that impossibly large greatsword.

How strong must he be to wield something like that so effortlessly?

Whatever the case, the most pressing issues now are that he appears extremely dangerous and has blocked our retreat.

"Do you have the ransom ready? I believe the prisoners' ransom was confirmed and communicated. However..."

The nameless swordsman's gaze shifted toward Scala and Hindrasta.

"Judging by the situation, that doesn't seem to be the case."

"Oh for fuck's sake, really!"

Hindrasta stepped forward, cutting off the nameless swordsman's words.

"So what! Stop blocking the way and posturing—either fight or move aside! I don't have time for conversation!"

"You are not human."

The nameless swordsman said, looking at the fuming Hindrasta.

"You may appear so, but there's clearly something else inside you."

"What? How do you know that?"

"I watched everything from above. Is it possible for a human girl to throw grown men around like pebbles? I'd like to confirm."

The nameless swordsman pulled his greatsword closer.

"What exactly is inside you?"

"This isn't going to work."

Hindrasta picked up a spear from the ground.

"Seems like he won't listen to reason. Is it okay if I kill him?"

"Hmm, I'm not sure."

Is forcibly rescuing prisoners captured during a domain war a crime, or should it be considered an extension of the domain war?

First, is taking prisoners legal or illegal?

It's obviously legal. Of course, mercenaries aren't treated as proper prisoners since they're irregular troops, but that's during wartime.

In conflicts between domains where imperial law doesn't apply, it's up to the lord's discretion.

And according to the mercenary captain, that guy isn't affiliated with this place but is just a wandering mercenary...

Then there shouldn't be a major issue.

This is just mercenaries fighting each other. It just happens to be taking place in a lord's castle.

Two doors have been broken, but we can compensate for that later, and there haven't been any casualties yet.

"Kill him."

Hindrasta gripped the spear and lunged forward.

In response, the nameless swordsman twisted his waist backward and pulled his greatsword with all his might.

As Hindrasta thrust the spear, the nameless swordsman swung his tensed greatsword with tremendous force.

The sound of the greatsword cutting through the air made both mercenaries and soldiers cringe in fear.

It was truly immense power.

As the greatsword flew like lightning, Hindrasta planted the spear on the ground and vaulted upward like a pole jumper, twisting her body.

Just as the spear snapped in two from the greatsword's impact, Hindrasta performed a somersault in mid-air and landed on the nameless swordsman's shoulders.

"Woah!"

Everyone watching exclaimed at her impressive acrobatics.

"Die, die!"

Hindrasta strangled the nameless swordsman's neck with her legs while mercilessly pounding his head with both fists.

"He can't withstand that."

"Sophie is more effective with her bare hands than with weapons anyway."

The mercenaries spoke as if the outcome was already decided as Hindrasta's fists hammered into the swordsman's head and face.

Certainly, getting beaten like that by a polymorphed dragon should result in a shattered skull.

"Something's strange..."

Scala, watching the scene, said.

"Why isn't he dying...?"

Despite continuously being pummeled by Hindrasta, the nameless swordsman neither died nor moved, remaining perfectly still.

"Sophie! Get away!"

Scala shouted as the nameless swordsman's hand slowly rose.

Hindrasta tried to jump off when she saw the hand reaching for her, but it was too late.

The hand, moving like a snake independent of the body, firmly grasped Hindrasta's forearm.

"Nngh!"

Hindrasta groaned through gritted teeth as her captured forearm turned pale.

She tried to break free, but the nameless swordsman's grip was so powerful it didn't budge at all.

"Sophie!"

Scala shouted and rushed forward as the nameless swordsman pulled Hindrasta down and slammed her to the ground.

"It's dangerous! Scala!"

Mercenaries followed behind Scala, wielding iron bars and discarded weapons.

"Aaaaargh!"

But the mercenaries were all sent tumbling by the shockwave from the nameless swordsman's greatsword.

He knocked people down with just the shockwave, not even direct contact?

Between overpowering a polymorphed dragon with pure strength and this... he's definitely not human.

"There can be no paradise in the place you flee to."

The nameless swordsman said as he lowered his greatsword.

"I clearly communicated my intentions. I said I would safely release the prisoners if the ransom was paid. But instead of ransom, you respond with such rudeness. I can no longer respond in a reasonable or gentlemanly manner."

The nameless swordsman slowly raised his greatsword again, looking at the people groaning on the ground.

"Aaah! Professor! What do we do?! Magic doesn't even work on him!"

Orendi screamed in terror, hiding behind me.

I thought he was just some superhuman that Hindrasta could handle, but it seems I need to step in myself.

If my guess is correct, he's not just human. I'll subdue him first and then interrogate him about his identity later.

"Excuse me!"

Just then, someone called me from behind.

I turned to see a somewhat plump man dripping with sweat.

Judging by his luxurious clothes embroidered with gold, he appeared to be the lord. The people standing behind him seemed to be the castle's retainers.

"May I have a word! You also appear to be a mercenary!"

"Not exactly, but what is it?"

"Please do something about that madman!"

The lord pointed at the nameless swordsman, spittle flying.

"That bastard is ruining my domain! Please, I beg you, kill him or drive him away!"

"What? Isn't he a mercenary you hired?"

"Yes! I did hire him! But only for the domain war! But after the war ended, he captured prisoners on his own and has been squatting in my castle, refusing to leave!"

The lord frantically poured out words that had been suppressed until now.

I couldn't hear everything clearly due to his agitation, but here's the summary:

While seeking mercenaries for the domain war, this guy showed up, and impressed by his skills, the lord immediately hired him on generous terms.

As expected, he performed remarkably in the domain war, and the satisfied lord paid the fee, successfully terminating the contract.

However, the nameless swordsman didn't leave. Instead, he captured numerous prisoners and arbitrarily imprisoned them in the castle dungeon.

He stayed at the castle, claiming he would leave once the prisoners' ransom was settled. The lord protested, but each time, the swordsman intimidated him with displays of power, making it impossible to expel him.

When we arrived, the lord was about to release the prisoners, but the swordsman interfered. He even mobilized the soldiers at his own discretion, claiming to gauge our abilities.

"So capturing the mercenaries as prisoners was entirely his own decision?"

"Bah! There's no point in taking mercenaries prisoner—there's no one to extract money from! And originally, mercenaries in domain wars just take their pay regardless of victory or defeat! If rumors about prisoners spread in that community, no one will want to work for us in the future!"

The lord vented his grievances.

"So please help! I'm willing to pay whatever it takes to drive him out of my castle!"

Oh, look at that.

I was going to deal with him anyway, and now they're offering money? Good opportunity.

"Fine. Then pay me the amount he demanded as ransom for the prisoners as my fee."

"W-what...?"

The lord seemed slightly taken aback, not having anticipated this.

"In other words, you'll pay the ransom instead, my lord. It shouldn't be difficult, right? You must have profited considerably from winning the domain war. You would have received substantial compensation too."

"Hmm..."

The lord glanced at the nameless swordsman.

"There can be no paradise in the place you flee to."

"Argh! That fucking line again!"

The lord shouted in an exasperated tone as the nameless swordsman repeated his phrase out of context.

"Fine! I'll pay! If I never have to hear that bastard say those words again, I'll have no regrets!"

"It's a deal."

Having secured his agreement, I walked forward.
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Dian and the nameless swordsman silently watched as the lord came to an agreement.

The pink-haired girl he had expected turned out to be much weaker than anticipated, but perhaps this man would be different.

Though he appeared to be a scholarly type without any weapons or armor, and judging by his appearance, someone who had never properly held a sword before.

As Dian stepped forward, the nameless swordsman rested his greatsword on his shoulder and spoke.

"I wonder if you can satisfy me. I've faced all those who claimed to be strong, but none lasted more than a minute... Ugh!"

He couldn't finish his sentence as he quickly jumped backward. Dian had suddenly launched an attack.

"Common courtesy dictates that one should listen to others until they finish... Hey!"

The nameless swordsman shouted in frustration as his speech kept getting interrupted while dodging attacks.

"At least let me finish what I'm... Damn it!"

Finally, Dian's hand grabbed the edge of his cloak.

When Dian yanked the cloak with all his might, the nameless swordsman lost his balance and stumbled forward.

"How can you be this strong?! What are you?!"

But Dian didn't answer and approached while brutally pulling the cloak like a rope.

Realizing he couldn't escape from the grip no matter how he twisted his body, the nameless swordsman hastily cut his cloak with his greatsword.

As Dian tossed away the piece of cloak and reached out again, the nameless swordsman urgently thrust his greatsword into the ground.

A shockwave erupted from the blade embedded in the ground with the force of a storm.

Dian dodged, but the shockwave continued forward, tearing up the ground and striking the lower part of the lord's castle with tremendous force.

"Oh no, oh no! The castle is going to collapse!"

The lord wailed as his castle shook violently.

As dust filled the air from the upturned earth, Dian disappeared from view, and the nameless swordsman crouched low, quickly scanning his surroundings.

After that brief exchange, the nameless swordsman had reached the reasonable conclusion that he absolutely must not engage in close combat with this man.

That girl from earlier had inhuman strength, but this man possessed even more monstrous power.

If he gets caught, I'll be in serious trouble.

I've heard there are such monster-like beings in the human world, but to think I'd encounter one here.

"Where are you?! Don't tell me you've run away! There's no paradise for those who flee..."

Feeling a chill, the nameless swordsman turned around and nearly screamed when he saw Dian behind him.

"Let me see your back."

He tried to retreat quickly, using his greatsword as a shield, but Dian's hand was faster.

"Gack!!"

As Dian grabbed him by the collar, the nameless swordsman felt his vision go white for a moment.

I can't breathe!

"Arghhhh!"

After breaking free with all his might, he felt tremendous pain at his temple.

A rock that Dian had picked up somehow had shattered against his temple.

With his head reeling in confusion, the nameless swordsman desperately changed his stance and raised his greatsword.

"I'll cut you in half!"

But he failed to split Dian in two.

Dian caught the descending greatsword with both palms!

As he tried to pull the sword free, Dian held onto it and kicked him in the lower abdomen.

"Kuhak?!"

The nameless swordsman retreated frantically from the heavy, dull pain and couldn't regain his composure for a while as he dry-heaved.

"This is made from processed dragon scales. That's why it's so light yet sturdy."

Dian commented while examining the greatsword he had taken, turning it this way and that.

"Dragon slayer, or scales plucked from yourself?"

The nameless swordsman flinched at Dian's question.

"Which dragon is it? Judging by the shape and color of the sword, it seems to be a White Dragon."

"I never expected to meet a human who could recognize that..."

The nameless swordsman glared at Dian briefly before snorting derisively, as if he had figured something out.

Or perhaps you're not human?

Wiping the corner of his mouth with the back of his hand, the nameless swordsman slowly straightened his posture.

"It seems we've had a big misunderstanding. Let's stop fighting here."

The nameless swordsman approached Dian slowly with a friendly smile.

"Actually, I'm a dragon too. I never thought I'd meet one of my kind here. Your polymorphing is quite impressive."

The nameless swordsman extended his hand to Dian.

"Pleased to meet you. I am Tarkanik, the White Dragon. And you are?"

"Dian, human."

Dian answered while shaking the offered hand.

"Dian, huh? Nice alias. What's your real name?"

"I said I'm Dian, human, you bastard."

Sensing danger, Tarkanik tried to pull his hand away but couldn't.

Dian yanked the hand and headbutted Tarkanik right on the bridge of his nose.

"Arghhhh!!"

Tarkanik screamed in pain, clutching his broken nose.

"You fool! Dragons have an unwritten rule not to interfere in each other's territories! Which clan acts so recklessly like this?!"

"That would only apply if I were a dragon."

Dian kicked Tarkanik in the face as he was bent over.

As he was sent flying backward from Dian's kick, Tarkanik suddenly remembered something.

Ten years ago, during the conflict between demons and humans, a strange rumor circulated among dragons.

It was about two polymorphed dragons who had joined the war and caused all sorts of chaos.

At first, Tarkanik thought it referred to Hindrasta.

But Hindrasta had been striding around in his original form, not polymorphed.

So who were these two polymorphed dragons in the rumors?

The mystery that remained unsolved until the end of the war was unexpectedly revealed after the war ended.

With the emergence of the outstanding human hero Linus, who had killed the Demon King, dragons realized it had all been a misunderstanding.

He was just a human who fought so well that he was mistaken for a polymorphed dragon.

But the rumor mentioned two dragons—what about the other one? Was that also an exaggerated false rumor?

That was roughly the conclusion reached, and the story was gradually forgotten.

But now, as his broken nose was being kicked again, Tarkanik became certain that he had discovered who the other human mistaken for a dragon was.

The other one must be this guy!

Retreating while bleeding from his nose, Tarkanik made a decision.

He would release his polymorph.

If this human had physical abilities that could be mistaken for a polymorphed dragon, then fighting in human form would put him at a disadvantage.

The strength he had felt when caught earlier was beyond what he could handle. He would return to his original form and crush this human!

Tarkanik's hands began to swell, tearing his sleeves as sharp claws and white scales emerged.

"Grrrrrr...!! Arghhhh!!"

Tearing all his clothes, Tarkanik instantly reverted to his massive White Dragon form.

"Aaaaaaaaaaaaahhhhh!!"

Everyone screamed and fled in all directions at the sudden appearance of a dragon larger than the lord's castle.

[You wretch! The crime of a mere human daring to toy with a dragon is grave indeed!!]

Tarkanik roared.

[I'll crush you to death! You're not even worthy of my breath!]

Tarkanik raised his foot to stomp on Dian.

Thud- Thud- Thud-!!

Each time Tarkanik's rage-filled foot struck the ground, the lord's castle shook as if it would collapse at any moment.

"No! Brother Dian!"

Scala screamed in anguish.

After stomping the ground several times, Tarkanik lifted his foot to check the corpse.

But instead of Dian's pulverized remains, there was only a spinning dimensional portal on the ground.

[What is this...?!]

At that moment, Tarkanik's bestial instinct detected something incredibly dangerous rapidly approaching from above.

Tarkanik raised his head, his scales standing on end with indescribable fear and helplessness.

Dian was jumping down from a dimensional portal that had opened high above, holding Tarkanik's greatsword.

"Let me see your back!"

It was too late to dodge...

# # # # #

Hindrasta looked up at the suddenly emerged dragon's massive body and exclaimed in surprise.

"Tarkanik?!"

It was Tarkanik, a White Dragon from Hindrasta's clan.

They weren't close; they had only briefly encountered each other in the past.

Why was he here pretending to be a mercenary in human form?

But Hindrasta couldn't ponder this further.

Dian had jumped from a dimensional portal in the sky and struck Tarkanik's head directly with the greatsword.

The impact caused scales to fall from his head.

That was just the beginning as Dian started to beat Tarkanik mercilessly.

[Argh! It hurts!]

Tarkanik screamed in pain as he was struck by the greatsword made from his own scales.

[How dare a mere insect! Aaack!]

Filled with rage, Tarkanik swung his arms, but Dian dodged them while targeting vital points with the precision of a butcher.

Soon, Tarkanik couldn't stand anymore and collapsed.

[Stop hitting me! It hurts too much! Please, I beg you!]

Despite Tarkanik's pleas and formal speech from the extreme pain, Dian didn't stop.

Watching this scene, Hindrasta recalled:

The terror of being pummeled by Dian during the war.

The humiliation of fleeing with his body in tatters.

Drip-
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"Waaaaaah! It's a dragon!!"

People, gripped by terror at the appearance of the massive White Dragon, all fled into the lord's castle.

"Damn it, that bastard was a dragon?! I knew something was off!"

"Take cover, my lord!"

The lord's retainers dragged him into the castle as he attempted to throw punches at the dragon.

The enraged dragon slammed its tail against the ground, causing the entire castle to shake and stone fragments to rain down from the ceiling.

"Stop it right now! The castle will truly collapse at this rate!"

When cracks began forming in the ancestral castle walls, the lord went berserk and rushed back outside.

"No! My lord! It's dangerous!"

His retainers threw themselves forward to restrain him.

[ROOOOOAAAARRR!!]

Everyone screamed and flattened themselves against the ground as the dragon's roar—designed to instill fear in weaker creatures—echoed through the air.

Surprisingly, Dian, who stood before the dragon, didn't flinch at all.

Seemingly angered by this, the dragon raised its foot and stomped down on Dian.

"No!!! Brother Dian!!!!!!"

Scala grabbed a crossbow from the ground and rushed forward.

She aimed at the dragon's head and fired.

However, when the dragon stomped its foot, the ground shook so violently that her quarrel missed the dragon by a wide margin.

"Scala! Stop it!"

Her brothers pulled Scala back inside as she was loading another quarrel.

"But Brother Dian!!"

"There's nothing we can do right now! No one can stop an angry dragon!!"

Suddenly, a dimensional gate opened high above the lord's castle—right above the dragon's head—and Dian fell through, wielding the greatsword of the nameless swordsman.

"It's Lord Dian!!"

When Dian's greatsword struck the dragon's crown directly, scales exploded outward, scattering in all directions.

"Aaaah! Get inside, get inside!"

As scales nearly the size of a person crashed into the ground, her brothers lifted Scala and retreated into the castle.

BOOM- CRASH-!!

"Nooooooooo!!"

When the falling scales shattered the outer walls of the castle, the lord lost his mind and foamed at the mouth.

"Nooooo! I'll strip every scale off that thing and sell them at the fish market!!"

"My lord! Just because it has scales doesn't make it a fish!!"

Meanwhile, Dian had mounted the dragon's head and began striking downward with his greatsword, working his way down the creature.

Head, neck, shoulders, collarbone, arms, chest, belly, thighs, calves, tail.

Then back up to the spine, leaping to methodically slice at the wings.

Like a chef tenderizing meat, Dian systematically struck every part of the dragon's body. The dragon howled in pain, begging for mercy.

[I was wrong! Please forgive me!]

But Dian showed no mercy, and eventually the dragon couldn't endure anymore and collapsed onto its side.

BOOOOOM-!

The highest spire of the lord's castle finally crumbled, sending an enormous cloud of dust into the air.

"Brother Dian!"

Scala shook off the restraining mercenaries and threw herself into the dust cloud to find Dian.

After searching frantically, she finally spotted a human figure in the distance.

As she approached, she saw it was Dian standing with his arms crossed.

At his feet lay the greatsword, broken in two.

Before him knelt a naked man, bowing his head deeply.

But his head... the crown was completely bald...?

He definitely had a full head of hair before transforming, so why...?

Could it be that when the greatsword struck his crown earlier and the scales fell off...?

In that moment, Scala felt not just hostility toward the dragon that had attacked Dian, but also a profound sense of pity.

"Ah, Scala. This guy was the dragon."

Dian smiled lightly when he spotted Scala.

"I thought he seemed too strong for a human."

"Y-yes... But his head..."

"We've agreed to forget about the ransom. Right?"

"That's correct!"

Dragon Tarkanik shouted while bowing his bald head.

"Additionally, I will provide ample compensation for any mercenaries who died or were injured during the territory battle!"

Dian nodded with satisfaction.

"Good. And you'll cover all repair costs for the lord's castle too?"

"Of course! I'll empty my nest's treasury if necessary to restore the collapsed spire and damaged outer walls!"

"And the two broken doors."

Tarkanik looked perplexed.

"B-but I didn't break those..."

"Hmm. You took a hostage, which made me come here and break those doors. So ultimately, the broken doors are your fault."

"I... I understand! Your reasoning is absolutely correct!"

Tarkanik bowed his head even lower.

Scala couldn't comprehend the situation at all.

She knew Brother Dian was strong.

But she never imagined he could beat a dragon into forced polymorphing and make it kneel.

Even Sir Linus couldn't do this...

Just what is Brother Dian...?

# # # # #

Everything was finally settled.

The nameless swordsman who had secured victory in the territory battle with impossible strength and crushed the Reblanc Mercenary Corps was White Dragon Tarkanik.

He was of the same clan as Hindrasta, a young dragon who had only recently reached adulthood and ventured into the world.

His purpose was to gather wealth for his nest to establish independence.

When dragons pass their hatchling stage and reach adulthood, they leave their clan's shelter to find their own territory.

Then, over a very long time, they fill their nests with treasures.

After much consideration, Tarkanik had taken inspiration from Hindrasta, who had been active in the human world.

He had polymorphed into a strong mercenary to accumulate gold through mission fees and hostage ransoms.

Plus a little entertainment on the side.

"What if you got exiled like Hindrasta?"

"Hindrasta wasn't exiled for venturing into the human world, sir. He was exiled because he lost to humans and brought shame to our clan."

Ah, so that was the reason. If Hindrasta hadn't encountered Linus and me, he wouldn't have been trapped in human form for a thousand years.

The repair costs for the lord's castle were settled by transferring ownership of the scales that had fallen from the dragon's body.

The lord, who had been foaming at the mouth and trying to pull out the dragon's remaining hair, was relieved to hear this.

In a much-improved mood, the lord immediately paid the promised fee for driving away the nameless swordsman—the mission reward he had promised me.

He was so happy about saving the ancestral castle that he completely forgot I was the one who subdued the dragon.

The Reblanc mercenaries were sent back to their headquarters.

Hindrasta and I needed to go to Tarkanik's nest to collect compensation for the Reblanc Mercenary Corps.

Someone suggested removing the polymorph and pulling out a few more scales, but that was rejected.

A dragon's scales serve as a kind of shield or armor, making them extremely precious and taking a very long time to regenerate.

So Tarkanik was reluctant to have his scales deliberately removed, and the mercenary corps, needing immediate cash, preferred to receive an equivalent amount in gold or precious metals anyway.

"So now the Head Professor, who fought with Sir Linus during the war, is beating dragons into submission, extorting money from them, and going directly to a dragon's nest where no human has ever set foot before, possibly to take a cut for himself..."

Orendi muttered to herself like a madwoman while opening a dimensional gate.

"It's almost confirmed he's a secret prince from the Demon King Assassination Task Force, but still, how could he just jump down from the sky and do that to a dragon? Seriously, this is ridiculous..."

By the way, where's Hindrasta? I haven't seen her for a while.

Ah, there she is.

"Hey! Hurry up!"

"Don't rush me...!"

Hindrasta approached with an awkward gait, hunching her upper body and pressing her thighs together.

This scene looks familiar somehow...

My gaze unconsciously dropped to Hindrasta's skirt.

The dark stain around her crotch and her wet knee-socks made it clear she had wet herself.

Why does she always pee herself like that?

"Excuse me, sir... doesn't it smell like something in here?"

Tarkanik, covering his private parts with the broken sword hilt, asked when Hindrasta approached.

"Shut your mouth, you bastard! You're a naked bald pervert!"

"Why are you suddenly getting angry? And what do you mean, pervert?"

Hindrasta snapped, and Tarkanik fired back.

"You're the pervert! What kind of dragon goes around as a pink-haired twin-tailed busty girl? It's completely inappropriate!"

"Quiet, quiet. Don't fight. Members of the same clan shouldn't fight."

As I separated the growling dragons, Orendi opened the dimensional gate to the nest.

"I'm coming too!"

Scala ran up just as we were about to step through Orendi's dimensional gate.

"Aren't you supposed to be at headquarters?"

"I want to go with you, brother."

"I'm not sure if that's okay."

Dragons don't tolerate others entering their nests.

Hindrasta and I were extremely rare exceptions.

"Can she come with us?"

"Of course! Absolutely!"

Fortunately, Tarkanik gave his permission.

So we headed toward Tarkanik's nest through the dimensional gate.

The first thing that greeted us beyond the gate was an incredibly stupid-looking pot-bellied obese ogre.

It was leaning against a small boulder, scratching its belly with a wooden club that ogres typically carry around, using it like a back scratcher.

Behind it, a large cave opened its mouth—presumably Tarkanik's nest.

"Gasp?! An ogre?!"

Scala, the last to exit the dimensional gate, grabbed her sword hilt in surprise, and Tarkanik stepped forward.

"It's my pet. It's docile."

"What?! You keep an ogre as a pet?!"

"Dragons usually employ a few monsters to guard their nests."

Scala looked around.

"I don't see any others besides this one."

"Since I was away for so long, the smarter ones probably ran off. This one's too stupid and lazy, so it just stayed here."

Indeed, the ogre didn't attack the strangers, just grumbled something while continuing to scratch itself. I've never seen such a non-aggressive ogre before.

"Everyone, please come in."

We passed by the yawning ogre and entered the nest.
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The cave was incredibly deep and quite large.

Regular dragons live in massive bodies, so I suppose a cave needs to be this size for them to fit inside.

"Gasp?!"

Scala drew in a sharp breath as a huge space suddenly appeared at the end of the winding passage.

It was a cavity large enough to easily fit an entire soccer field.

"Damn, why is it so huge...?"

"It's truly magnificent..."

Scala and Orendi couldn't help but marvel as they gazed up at the distant ceiling.

Since this was my first time seeing a dragon's lair, I was honestly a bit surprised too.

I'd heard they dig out the deepest part of their nest very large so they can stretch out comfortably, but I never imagined it would be this big...

"Hey. Is your nest this big too?"

"Yeah. Everyone has one of these."

Unlike the amazed humans, only Hindrasta responded with indifference.

But the cave's size was ordinary compared to what followed.

"Holy—?!"

"What am I seeing right now?!"

Scala and Orendi's eyes nearly popped out when they discovered the mountain of treasure.

Countless gold coins were piled in waves of blue, gold, and silver.

Atop them sat massive golden crowns and intricately crafted jeweled ornaments layer upon layer.

Emeralds, rubies, sapphires, and rare opals were scattered everywhere, glittering brilliantly. Between them lay legendary weapons from history—golden-hilted swords, silver shields, and jewel-encrusted battle helmets.

Enormous golden urns stood in rows throughout, filled with even more gems and ornaments.

Some jewels were so large and radiant they looked like small stars twinkling inside the nest.

Ancient books and gold-leafed documents inscribed with ancient spells were scattered irregularly among the coins and jewels.

Luxurious silk and satin drapes covered portions of the treasure, and everything glowed mysteriously in the light of gold and gems, illuminating the surrounding darkness.

"Do you have this much too?"

"I lived as a human for ten years earning pocket change—how could I? Besides, the Council of Elders confiscated everything, and I can only get it back after a thousand years."

Hindrasta, who had been speaking sarcastically, suddenly clamped his mouth shut.

Then he abruptly began to shed tears.

"All those things I worked so hard for... uuugh..."

"First... I should put on some clothes."

Tarkanik, who had been naked until now, rummaged through the piled gold coins and jewels and pulled out an outfit.

It was an extremely expensive-looking ceremonial armor, completely covered in gold leaf and jewels.

I've occasionally seen noble armies or some deranged royal commanders wearing similar armor during past wars.

But never anything like what this guy was wearing now.

Suddenly a thought occurred to me.

What would happen if someone completely cleaned out a dragon's lair?

Probably an unmanageable inflation would occur as currency flooded the market.

Perhaps dragons actually serve as central banks, appropriately regulating the continent's prices and interest rates.

Who knows? Maybe some clever dragon has already infiltrated human society, using their money to run a high-interest loan business and rake in even more gold.

While I was lost in these fantasies, Tarkanik brought over a sack and handed it to Scala.

"Fill this. Enough to compensate for your mercenary corps' damages."

"Yahoo!!"

Scala's eyes rolled back as she grabbed the sack and ran toward the treasure pile.

"Sigh..."

Tarkanik's face looked extremely dejected as he watched Scala shoveling everything she could into the sack.

"Um, Mr. Dragon..."

Orendi approached Tarkanik timidly.

"I see some books over there... may I look at them? Just look, of course."

Orendi was pointing to a pile of ancient documents in one corner. Even at a glance, they appeared to be at least several hundred years old.

"Do as you please."

"Eek! Thank you!"

Orendi rushed toward the ancient documents with her cloak fluttering. Just like a true mage.

"By the way, Professor. There's something I'm curious about."

Tarkanik asked, deliberately turning his gaze away from Scala, who was pretending to swim in gold coins.

"I've heard there's a human called Linus. Among us dragons, he was mistaken for a polymorphed dragon. I heard there was a human companion who moved with him. Do you know anything about that?"

Linus's human companion... That's me, isn't it?

"It's this bastard!"

Hindrasta answered for me, shuddering.

"This guy and that yellow-head went around together!"

"I knew it! So that's what it was!"

Tarkanik slapped his bare scalp.

"I was heartbroken after being defeated by a human, but this is somewhat comforting. Wait. Then you were also beaten by him?"

"Yes! You've been beaten too, so you should know! Maybe ordinary humans wouldn't stand a chance, but against this crazy monster—and two of them at that! Banishment for losing to a 'human' is too harsh a punishment!"

"Indeed, you're right. It wasn't really fighting humans, but more like fighting fellow dragons."

"Right? So could you please talk to the elders for me?"

Hindrasta grabbed Tarkanik by the collar.

"Tell them it wasn't a disgrace to the clan, but a battle any dragon in the world would definitely lose. So pleeeease cancel my punishment and return everything they confiscated!"

"Am I crazy? If I say something like that, I'll be punished too!"

Tarkanik shook off Hindrasta's hand angrily.

"Oh no, oh no!"

Hindrasta collapsed on the spot, pounding the ground and wailing. What a mess.

Meanwhile, Scala returned with her fully packed sack.

She had filled it so full that she couldn't properly lift it and was dragging it along the floor.

"Sigh..."

Tarkanik sighed deeply enough to sink the ground as he saw the long mark the dragging sack was leaving.

"This should be enough to recover most of the damages."

When Scala grinned broadly, Tarkanik held his scalp and turned away completely.

"Alright, let's head back. Hey! Orendi! What are you doing?"

Orendi was currently so absorbed in a book that she couldn't hear me calling.

"Orendi. Let's go."

"Huh? Oh, yes..."

But Orendi seemed reluctant to let go of the book.

Curious about what kind of book it was, I looked and saw it was related to magic.

So are all these books about magic? But dragons don't know how to use magic.

Rummaging through the stacked books, I found they weren't all about magic—the subjects were diverse, suggesting they were simply collected for their age and value.

Then something strange caught my eye.

Unlike the others, it was unusually clean, but had no cover or any markings—a peculiarly shaped book.

What's this?

Opening the first page, I found a small signature in the corner.

The handwriting looks familiar. It says...

Kaiden Blakir...? This is Kaiden's!

Flipping through the pages, I found nothing written. It's just an empty notebook.

Why is something of Kaiden's here? And why is nothing written in it?

I don't know the reason, but I should return it to Kaiden.

"I'm taking this."

"Oh, yes, yes. Go ahead."

When I showed him the notebook, Tarkanik seemed relieved it wasn't precious metal and responded indifferently.

# # # # #

Tarkanik followed us to the entrance of his lair.

The ogre guarding the entrance was now lying flat on his back, snoring away. I envy his carefree life.

Seeing this, Tarkanik clicked his tongue.

"That stupid fool..."

"Hey, hey. I don't think he's stupid. Actually, he's super smart."

Hindrasta snickered.

"No nagging master, no natural predators coming to a dragon's lair, and food provided so he doesn't need to hunt. Where else could you find such a setup?"

"Is that so? Now that you mention it, you're right. How impudent."

Tarkanik strode over and kicked the ogre's backside.

"Get up, you fool! Perform your duties diligently!"

The ogre woke up, grumbling something as he used his club as a cane to stand.

Then he slung the club over his shoulder and began to patrol the area lazily.

Watching this, Tarkanik beat his chest in frustration.

"We'll be going now."

As Orendi opened a dimensional gate, we said goodbye to Tarkanik.

"If you're going to continue operating in the human world, I have one piece of advice."

"What is it?"

"Never stand out. The nail that sticks up gets hammered down. Like me and Linus, once you catch the attention of the Imperial Security Office, you might never be able to enter the city again."

"I'll keep that in mind, absolutely."

As Tarkanik bowed his head, his scalp gleamed prominently. I genuinely feel bad about that.

If I had known that scales corresponded to hair, I would have at least avoided hitting his head.

Still, scales grow back, so I suppose his hair will too.

Since he said he'll continue working as a mercenary, rumors about a bald mercenary might spread soon.

"Goodbye, Professor. And I hope we never meet again."

Tarkanik waved as I passed through the dimensional gate.

"By the way," I asked Hindrasta as we emerged from the gate and headed toward the Reblanc Mercenary Corps headquarters.

"What would happen if we secretly went back and cleaned out his lair?"

"What nonsense are you talking about? Do you think dragons are stupid enough to leave everything in place after their location has been exposed? He's probably preparing to move right now."

"Oh, I see."

That's a bit disappointing.

"Uuugh... I wonder if my treasures are safe..."

Meanwhile, Hindrasta suddenly started crying again for no apparent reason.
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"Dian! Come quickly!!"

The mercenaries and their captain rushed out of the headquarters to welcome us.

"Are you hurt anywhere? You really gave us a scare earlier! My goodness, beating up a dragon!"

"As expected, big brother, you're my idol! I respect you so much!"

"Come on, everyone inside!"

Once inside the headquarters, the mercenaries grew even more excited when Scala poured treasures onto the desk.

"W-what is all this?!"

"What do you think? It's what we brought from the dragon's nest. This is enough to support the families of our fallen comrades."

Scala then took a portion of the gold coins and swept them into a small pouch.

"Sophie. This is your share."

"My share?"

"I promised, didn't I? That I wouldn't take any of it."

"Ah, um..."

Hindrasta received the pouch and looked genuinely bewildered at its contents.

"So this is..."

"The money you had stored with the mercenary corps, plus today's compensation for your hard work."

"I see..."

After tying the pouch closed, Hindrasta scratched her head as if wanting to say something.

"Um... thank you..."

"No, we should be thanking you."

The mercenary captain approached and patted Hindrasta's shoulder.

"Thank you for coming to help us, Sophie. Thanks to you, everyone returned alive and well."

"Yeah, Sophie! Thank you! It's all thanks to you!"

As mercenaries threw their thanks from all directions, Hindrasta blushed and turned to me, not knowing what to do.

"I-I don't know what expression to make at times like this..."

"I think you should smile."

Hindrasta hesitated slightly, then broke into an awkward smile and shouted:

"O-of course! There's nothing in this world that the great Sophie cannot do!"

When Sophie shouted, the mercenaries cheered.

"And Dian. Thank you again. You saved our mercenary corps."

The mercenary captain looked at me with a serious expression.

"During the war, you suddenly appeared and helped our mercenary corps, and now after ten years, you've saved us again."

"Well, there's Sophie's business, and old friendships, so it worked out. Anyway, I'm glad to see everyone smiling again. Though we couldn't help those who passed away."

"Yes. It can't be helped. That's just the nature of mercenary work."

The mercenary captain hid his sorrow and smiled brightly.

"Since we're here, why don't you and Sophie stay for a day? Have a meal with us and tell us about what you've been up to."

"Hmm, I don't know. Do you have anything delicious?"

"Of course we do. We have something good in the basement. A liquid that becomes quite tasty when stored in a cool, dry place."

So this old man finally built his liquor cellar.

During the war, when the mercenary captain lived in tents without a proper base, he always said one thing:

If he ever succeeded and got a proper building, he would make a basement and fill it entirely with alcohol.

It seems he finally fulfilled that wish after the war ended.

Let's see. Since it's the weekend anyway and there's nothing particular to do at the academy, it shouldn't be a problem.

As for Hindrasta, Ismera already knows she came here with me, so that's not an issue.

"Orendi. What about you? Will you stay here, or would you rather go home and have us pick you up later?"

"Um, I..."

As Orendi hesitated, the mercenary captain grabbed her wrist with a serious expression.

"Where do you think you're going! We must properly host our mage! Aren't you one of our saviors too?"

"M-me? I just did what I was told... Well, alright, if you insist."

And so, instead of returning to the academy, we decided to stay at the mercenary headquarters for a day.

# # # # #

The group dinner was quite extravagant.

The captain spared no expense in preparing the feast, citing reasons such as relief at returning alive, compensation from Tarkanik, and our reunion.

The mercenaries took plenty of gold coins and went into Reblanc city, returning with carts loaded with all kinds of food, including a live pig.

The pig quickly met its fate at the hands of the mercenaries who had spent their lives handling knives, and was prepared for roasting.

Normally, a whole roasted pig takes all day to cook properly, but Orendi solved that problem.

She used magic to ignite fire both inside and outside the pig simultaneously, resulting in a delicious roast in just an hour.

The roast was placed in the center of a large table, surrounded by well-roasted vegetables: whole potatoes, corn, onions, garlic, tomatoes, and more.

On one side were piles of chicken, ham as thick as an adult's forearm, sausages, and roughly baked bread.

It was a thoroughly mercenary-style feast, completely opposite to a noble's banquet.

And most importantly, the alcohol.

The basement opened, and enormously large oak barrels rolled out one after another.

They must have been full of alcohol, as ten mercenaries at a time struggled to push and pull them.

"Open the lid!"

At the captain's command, the mercenaries opened the barrel lids with iron levers.

"Whoa! What is this?!"

Orendi exclaimed in amazement at the incredible aroma that wafted out, drooling.

"This is beer made from barley from the Aigar region. There's no better beer on the continent."

The mercenary captain filled beer mugs with pride.

"Today, eat and drink to your heart's content!"

"Hurray!!"

# # # # #

The feast continued late into the night.

Traditionally, mercenaries are heavy drinkers, so it might not end even after staying up all night.

They ate, drank, laughed, chatted, danced, and sang, enjoying themselves so much that all of Reblanc could hear.

Orendi, quite tipsy now, had initially held back but was now taking the lead in dancing and shooting illusion magic in all directions.

Every time the beams of light from her fingertips burst in the air, they created images of candy-eating dragons, well-boiled krakens, naked sirens, and more, driving the mercenaries wild with excitement.

I shared a table with the captain, exchanging stories about what had happened over the years.

First, as I had heard through rumors, the Reblanc Mercenary Corps had grown rapidly after the war.

The turning point was the irregular operation where Linus and I had joined them.

Their outstanding performance then led to positive evaluation from the Imperial Castle. Afterward, the Imperial Castle terminated contracts with several mercenary groups they had been working with and signed an exclusive contract with the Reblanc Mercenary Corps.

Some smaller mercenary groups that lost their Imperial contracts chose to join Reblanc instead.

"Our mercenary corps grew this big thanks to you and Linus. I'm always grateful for that."

The mercenary captain said, filling my mug with beer.

"After the war, I tried to meet Linus, but he wouldn't see me."

"Why not?"

"He said it was because he was the captain of a thriving mercenary corps. If someone saw us together, it might look like favoritism or something."

That makes sense.

After the war, Linus had tremendous momentum as the Hero of the Continent, and meeting the wrong people could have involved him in unnecessary rumors.

He really is amazing.

"So I asked if he knew your whereabouts, but he said he didn't know either. I heard you went missing—what happened?"

"About that."

I told the captain about living in Brunswell for ten years and becoming an academy professor earlier this year.

"What?! You're an academy professor? That's really surprising! So, is that where you met Sophie? I have so many questions."

The mercenary captain bombarded me with questions.

Why did Sophie suddenly quit her guard duty and become an academy student without saying anything?

He heard from Scala that Sophie and I had some connection during the war—what exactly was it?

Why were Sophie and that White Dragon speaking informally to each other at the lord's castle?!

Come to think of it, Sophie's superhuman strength and fighting skills seemed suspicious, and so on.

After thinking for a moment, I decided to lie.

It wouldn't be right to say, "Sophie was actually Hindrasta, the one who was rampaging during the war."

"Sophie was an elite member of the Imperial Special Task Force. We worked together a few times, and she told me she got involved with that dragon Tarkanik during a mission. I don't know the details myself. But she embezzled operational funds and did many bad things, so she was kicked out."

"Ah, so that's what happened. That makes sense. Sophie has a particularly strong obsession with money, so it's entirely possible."

The mercenary captain nodded in understanding, remembering how much she always talked about money.

"And as for why she became an academy student, to be honest, I'm sorry. I took her there."

I explained the academy situation to the mercenary captain without holding back.

"So to save the academy somehow, we needed excellent graduates, and I thought someone like Sophie could help raise the overall standard."

"That's certainly true. Sophie isn't someone who would be criticized for her skills."

The captain took a sip of his drink and said:

"In a way, Sophie going to the academy might be why we're alive now. If she had stayed with the mercenary corps and participated in the domain battle, she would have been captured too. Then there would have been no one to rescue us, right?"

When the mercenary captain looked over, Hindrasta, sitting across the table, snorted.

"If I had been there, you wouldn't have lost the domain battle in the first place."

She's quite confident, despite having been pinned to the ground by Tarkanik's hand.

"You know what? I'm really grateful to you, big brother Dian."

Scala, who had been listening all this time, reached out and held my hand.

"During the war, you helped our mercenary corps grow and taught me how to fight. And if that wasn't enough, you saved us again this time."

Scala looked at the mercenary captain and her brothers and said:

"Is this enough now? Is this sufficient?"

"Of course. With Dian, there's absolutely no problem."

The captain and her brothers all agreed with Scala's words.

"Excuse me. What do you mean there's no problem with me?"

"Ah, Dian. You see, until recently, there were marriage proposals for Scala from several other mercenary corps."

The mercenary captain answered.

"If we become in-laws through marriage, we could expand our influence further. It's like the strategic marriages that nobles arrange."

"That makes sense. But why bring this up?"

"Well, Scala said she would never marry anyone unless they were as strong as you, Dian. She said bringing in a mediocre man would only weaken the mercenary corps' fighting power."

"Hmm, that's true. And?"

"What do you mean 'that's true'! There's a problem with Scala's statement. How many men in this world are as strong as you, Dian? Linus? He's already married with children."

"I won't deny that. But what's your point?"

"She says she'll only marry someone as strong as you, but there's no one as strong as you except you, Dian."
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At the mercenary captain's words, Hindrasta suddenly burst into laughter.

"Haha! So what you're saying is... you want to breed Scala with that guy Dian? Is that it? Oh, this is killing me!"

Hindrasta wiped away tears of laughter before continuing.

"Wake up and smell the coffee. Do you have any idea how many women that guy Dian is fooling around with at the Academy? The elf vice principal, the duke's daughter, some country girl, the shadow principal—ugh. It's exhausting just listing them all."

"What are you talking about?" Scala's eyes widened.

"Why ask when you heard me perfectly well? The Academy is packed with women who are crazy about Dian."

"R-really?"

Scala looked back and forth between Hindrasta and me before shrugging with a smile.

"Well... I suppose it's only natural. Since Dian is handsome and talented, women flocking to him is just the expected course of things. But he's not married yet, right?"

Scala's gaze shifted to my hand holding the beer mug.

"Dating is a free choice. As long as he hasn't promised marriage to anyone, it's fine. You haven't, right?"

"Not yet," I answered.

Scala beamed at my response. "Great! Then there's no problem."

"Haha!" Hindrasta burst into laughter again.

"What does it matter if you're fine with it? Are you going to marry him all by yourself? Hmm? You realize you haven't even asked for Dian's opinion, right?"

At Hindrasta's point, Scala turned to me with a look of realization.

Her eyes seemed to ask what I thought about it.

Obviously, the answer was 'NO.' No need to even think about it.

I can't readily agree to marriage when I'm already deeply entangled with Ismera.

Besides, even if Ismera weren't in the picture, marriage isn't something you rush into like this.

Above all, Scala is... too young.

Both her age and body are similar to Merylda's, and just imagining developing a relationship with her makes me feel guilty.

I even saw her as a little kid ten years ago. It's completely out of the question.

When I just smiled awkwardly without answering, Scala's expression hardened, and Hindrasta's laughter grew louder.

"Look at his face! Don't tell me you actually believed Dian would marry you?"

"Shut up!" Scala shouted, and Hindrasta closed her mouth, making a zipping gesture.

She really has a natural talent for getting under people's skin.

"You're the suspicious one here," Scala said, pointing at Hindrasta.

"Why are you so excessively sarcastic and belittling? Almost like you're desperate about something."

"What? Desperate? What are you talking about?"

"You know what I mean. You're being extremely pessimistic about me marrying Dian, constantly saying it won't happen. What does this have to do with you that you're trying so hard to interfere?"

Hindrasta stared blankly for a moment before understanding dawned on her, and she slammed the table.

"Are you suggesting I secretly like Dian and I'm trying to keep you two apart?!"

"What else could it be? Am I marrying you? Is Dian marrying you? Why is someone with no stake in this constantly making a fuss? Are you just another woman who's fallen for Dian?"

"Don't be ridiculous! The very thought makes my skin crawl! He's not even human. He's a monster, a super-monster!!"

Hindrasta's squawking was absurd.

Of course she would hate me, but to strongly declare "I hate that guy" right to my face—dragons will be dragons.

Scala probably thinks this way because she doesn't know Hindrasta is a dragon.

If she knew the whole situation, she wouldn't have said such things.

"Stop fighting on this happy day," the mercenary captain intervened.

"Marriage is a serious matter. It's not something to be decided casually over drinks. For now, let's just convey Scala and our mercenary group's intentions to Dian."

The captain placed his hand on my shoulder.

"Dian, I would be overjoyed to have you as my son-in-law. But we can't just force our wishes on you."

"Yes. Honestly, this is so sudden I don't even know what to say."

"You don't need to give an answer right away. Now that we know where you are, we can contact you anytime. Surely Academy professors aren't forbidden from meeting with outsiders?"

"Of course not. Being a professor isn't that restrictive. Anyway... I understand your and Scala's thoughts."

"Brother Dian!" Scala's eldest brother stood up abruptly.

"I fully support you becoming part of our family."

"That's right!" Following his lead, the rest of the brothers rose with solemn expressions.

"We, the Reblanc brothers, strongly support Brother Dian!"

As Scala's brothers stepped forward to express their opinions, Hindrasta shook her head with a look of contempt.

"This is getting ridiculous. Bring someone this abnormal into your family and watch it fall apart."

"Everyone, raise your glasses!" the eldest brother shouted, holding up his beer mug.

"Today is the day Dian saved our mercenary group for the second time. Thanks to Dian, we're reborn again."

"That's right!" The mercenaries responded in unison, raising their glasses high.

"A toast to Dian!"

"Cheers!!"

After downing their beer, the mercenaries began singing, swinging their fists from top to bottom.

We are the wolves of the wasteland!
With sword and shield we march!
Soaked in the blood and sweat of comrades!
Together we survive!

Steadfast as steel!
Our mercenary band fights as one!
Surviving through blood and fire!
We claim victory with our iron oath!

Through the darkness we forge ahead!
We know no fear!
Even if death's hand reaches for us!
We will never fall!

"Ugh, so noisy." Hindrasta plugged her ears in disgust.

# # # # #

The celebration seemed endless.

Having been held captive for so long, I'm sure the taste of freedom made the alcohol that much sweeter.

Orendi had already passed out and been carried to a room upstairs, and I was starting to feel sleepy too. I've never been much of a drinker.

Hindrasta, being a dragon, wasn't affected by alcohol and remained perfectly sober. Scala was still holding up as well.

"I think I'll head upstairs now."

"Sure, Dian. Get some rest."

After saying goodnight to the mercenary captain, I went upstairs and collapsed onto an empty bed.

Listening to the boisterous noise from downstairs, drowsiness gradually overtook me, and I fell asleep.

Some time later.

I heard commotion outside my door.

It sounded like people arguing...

The noise from downstairs continued, so the celebration was still going on...

I wasn't sure who was fighting with whom...

Assuming it was just drunk mercenaries getting into a scuffle, I went back to sleep.

Shortly after, I woke to the sound of something breaking.

Typically when people get drunk, tables and chairs end up broken—probably something like that.

These mercenary celebrations were truly rowdy.

As I was about to drift off again, the door suddenly opened.

I thought I'd been given a guest room—did I get the wrong room?

I sat up and tilted my head in confusion at the person entering.

"What are you doing here?"

It was Hindrasta.

After closing the door, she stood at the foot of the bed, looking down at me.

"Aren't you asleep?"

"The noise woke me. Why are you in here?"

"I hate being in debt."

"What debt? Oof!"

Without warning, Hindrasta climbed on top of my stomach.

Though she looked like a human woman on the outside, she was a dragon inside—her muscles were so dense that she was incredibly heavy, almost suffocating me.

"Get off! Move! You're heavy!"

"I need to settle accounts properly!"

When I reached out to push her aside, Hindrasta grabbed my wrist and retorted.

"I hate messy financial relationships! Stop complaining and prepare to clear your debt!"

"What debt are you talking about that warrants this madness?!"

"Well, I received significant help from you today!"

Pinning my wrists to the bed, Hindrasta continued.

"The trouble I caused during the war and tormenting your side—that was settled when I got beaten up and trapped in polymorph. Being forced to stay at the Academy for your benefit—that was cleared when we recovered the money today."

"Then there's nothing left, right?"

"No. The extra money Scala added to what I was supposed to receive. That needs to be settled too."

"Fine, but what exactly are you planning to do? Surely you're not..."

"I have no intention of sharing the money or giving it to you. That's going into my nest for the next thousand years. Besides, you don't particularly care about money anyway."

"Why are you deciding that for—"

"The problem is that money is all I have right now, so I can't give you anything else," Hindrasta cut me off.

"So I've been thinking since the celebration earlier, and I realized I do have one more thing—this body."

"You crazy dragon..."

"Even though it's polymorphed, it functions exactly like a human's. And it's beautiful."

Hindrasta said confidently.

"Besides, you go crazy for any woman, don't you?"

"When have I ever gone crazy for women?!"

"You charm every skirt-wearer around you, and you're saying you don't? Anyway."

Tightening her grip on my wrists, Hindrasta continued.

"I get to repay my debt, and you get to have a woman—it's a win-win, so shut up and stay still."

Hindrasta spread her heated thighs.

"If you lick me down here, I'm sure the debt will be cleared quickly. Don't be shy. You can lick every corner of me as much as you want."

"Uh...? No..."

I spoke with a feeling of revulsion.

"Your... thing down there... even the hair is pink, it's disgusting... And it smells terrible... like urine..."

"What?!"

Hindrasta's face turned pale as she frantically felt between her thighs.

"Eek?!"

Then she bounced off the bed and fled through the door, smashing it in her haste, faster than a bullet.
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Hindrasta, who had escaped by smashing through the door, tumbled down the stairs with a series of crashes.

"Aaaagh?! What the hell?!"

"Where are you going in the middle of the night, Sophie?!"

A huge commotion erupted on the first floor, accompanied by the sounds of things breaking and shattering.

I sighed, got up from bed, and walked toward the door.

No matter how violent Hindrasta's physique might be, she couldn't stand the smell of urine.

From what I saw earlier, she seemed to have taken off her underwear and thrown it somewhere, going commando. But that doesn't mean the smell would completely disappear.

Even at the Academy, she always went without underwear claiming she had no money. This crazy dragon, seriously.

While picking up fragments of the shattered door, I discovered someone collapsed in the hallway.

It was Scala, unconscious.

So it was Scala and Hindrasta who were arguing in front of my door earlier.

I could roughly guess what had happened.

The two of them must have been fighting over who would enter my room, and Hindrasta knocked Scala unconscious before coming in.

I picked up Scala, tossed her onto the bed, and went back downstairs to the first floor.

Thanks to Hindrasta, I was now completely awake and it seemed pointless to try sleeping again.

# # # # #

"Aaaaaaahhhh!!"

Bursting out of the headquarters, Hindrasta ran like mad, leaving the Reblanc downtown area behind.

THUD-THUD-THUD-THUD!!

The polymorphed dragon's full-speed sprint was quite threatening.

Like a giant monster plowing through fields, the unpaved road's soil turned over, trees shook, and night birds flew up with alarmed cries.

Continuing her run, Hindrasta circled wide around the urban area and threw herself into the Reblanc River that flowed around the city.

Leaping several meters, she landed in the middle of the river and began obsessively washing the deepest parts of her body in the flowing water.

"Damn it, damn it, damn it!!"

It had seemed like a perfectly good idea at the time.

As a dragon, Hindrasta had an enormous greed for money, precious metals, and treasures.

But as obsessed as she was with money, she was equally sensitive about debt relationships. She couldn't stand being in debt to anyone.

Having incurred a fairly large debt to Dian this time, she had been racking her brain for ways to pay it off quickly when she came up with what seemed like a brilliant plan.

That plan was to offer her polymorphed body to Dian.

It wasn't her real body anyway, so it didn't matter, and Dian seemed to like women, so wouldn't it be good for both of them?

And if it felt good even in her polymorphed body, she could do it occasionally in the future.

In truth, by now Hindrasta's ill feelings toward Dian had faded.

After being forced to live in human form in the city for ten years, her consciousness had somewhat assimilated.

For a dragon, ten years was a very short time, but living as a completely different species was another matter entirely.

Hindrasta had come to understand that when Dian had beaten her nearly to death during the war, it wasn't out of hatred but to turn the tide of battle that was unfavorable to the human alliance.

Not that the pain, fear, and humiliation from that time had been forgotten, but still.

Even at the Academy, except for the beginning, Dian hadn't harmed her and had actually looked after her in various small ways.

She had to admit that during the month she stayed at Dian's house preparing for the competition, she actually had fun.

For Hindrasta, who had lived a rough mercenary life for ten years, Dian's cozy home had been heaven.

The diligent maid Olicia who accommodated everything, and Ismera who always taught with a calm and gentle attitude.

The experience of working toward a common goal with friends of the same age (in human body terms) was something unfamiliar to a dragon.

If she hadn't been cursed with polymorphism, these were emotions she would never have known for tens of thousands of years.

For various reasons like these, her feelings toward Dian had changed somewhat, which led to her recent idea.

And honestly, Hindrasta was curious too.

If she had to live as a human for a thousand years, she would need to get used to human life, right?

Someday she would need knowledge about human mating, and in that respect, Dian was perfect.

First of all, Dian knew all about Hindrasta and was much stronger.

Plus, based on her ten years of experience, Dian ranked among the upper tier of humans in terms of appearance.

If she had to learn anyway, wouldn't it be better to learn from someone like Dian?

So she chose today and went up to Dian's room while he was sleeping.

Finding Scala lurking in front of the room, she got into an argument, and when Scala showed no signs of backing down, she slammed her into the wall, knocking her unconscious.

She finally succeeded in entering Dian's room first and climbing on top of him, but she had forgotten to wash off the urine.

Why did I miss that? This is driving me crazy!

Hindrasta scrubbed her underside vigorously, berating herself for her stupidity.

After washing herself thoroughly for quite some time, Hindrasta emerged from the river, dripping wet.

Now that I've washed like this, it should be fine, right? I can ask him again, right?

After all, I still have a debt to repay.

When she returned to headquarters, Dian was downstairs on the first floor.

"Hey, come upstairs."

Hindrasta approached, dripping water, and beckoned with her finger.

"No."

"What? Why?!"

"I'm fully awake now and the mood is gone."

"We can just start over!"

"No, no. It doesn't feel right now."

As Dian waved her off, Hindrasta suddenly had a thought.

Is this bastard so completely turned off by the smell that he doesn't even see me as female anymore?

Well, I guess it would be strange to readily want to do it knowing full well I'm a dragon.

This is hopeless.

"Then what about my debt? Are you saying I can just forget about it?"

"Do whatever. I don't care about that anyway, since Scala gave it to you as payment for your trouble."

"Hmm, I see... So that's how it is..."

This isn't bad, at least. I don't have to repay Dian, so there's no immediate burden on my mind.

But thinking about it now, I'm suddenly getting angry?

"But you! Tell me exactly why you won't do it with me! Is it because you don't see me as female?!"

The mercenaries all stopped what they were doing and turned their attention toward us.

Somewhere, the sound of a beer mug dropping could be heard.

Even after living as a human for ten years, a dragon is still a dragon.

In important moments, other mercenaries were like insignificant insects with no more presence than ants to Hindrasta.

"Make it clear why! I need to know the reason!"

"Ah, I said I don't want to right now! I keep thinking about it!"

"Eeeek!"

As Dian repeatedly refused, Hindrasta trembled with clenched fists, then stomped her foot and went upstairs to the second floor.

Anger welled up inside her.

Her initial intention had clearly been to repay a debt.

So when Dian said she didn't need to repay it, she should have been happy, but she wasn't at all.

Being repeatedly rejected to her face suddenly made her feel terrible.

Hindrasta, born as a monster among monsters—a dragon—had never once in her life failed to get her way.

In her dragon days, all the monsters in the mountains cowered beneath her feet, and during the war, both humans and demons scattered in terror when she appeared.

Of course, she did run into trouble with two crazy humans in between, but that was temporary.

Then she became human, and even while working with the Reblanc Mercenary Corps, it was the same.

Being a polymorphed dragon with more than human strength, no one opposed Hindrasta's will.

There were no enemies stronger than her, and the mercenary corps treated her with kid gloves.

But why is it always like this with that human?!

Nothing ever goes my way!

This is truly humiliating.

Not as bad as getting beaten up ten years ago, but still embarrassing.

Having never experienced this before, Hindrasta began to develop a desire to crush that arrogant human.

Dragons are a species with extreme obsessions.

Usually this manifests as material greed, but occasionally they project that obsession into completely different areas.

For example, among the great ancient mages, there were occasionally dragons hiding their true identity.

Dragons whose obsessions had twisted toward magical research.

The Barosa Labyrinth, famous as the most beautiful and bizarre architectural structure on the continent, was also a dragon's work.

Would you believe that a single dragon created that magnificent labyrinth that even the dwarves, gods of architecture, marveled at?

Thus, some dragons become insanely obsessed with specific fields one could never imagine.

And now Hindrasta, like her dragon ancestors, was shifting the direction of her obsession.

# # # # #

It wasn't until the next morning, after being treated to breakfast, that we were finally able to return to the Academy.

"Thank you so much, Dian."

The mercenary captain grabbed my hand and shook it vigorously.

"You're our mercenary corps' savior. If there's ever anything we can help with, just let us know."

"Alright. But how often would an Academy professor need to use a mercenary corps?"

"For example, assassinating a rival professor you're competing with for promotion?"

I laughed loudly at that outlandish suggestion. No matter how nice he might be, a mercenary is still a mercenary.

This man's father—Scala's grandfather—was apparently a famous thug in Reblanc. Blood will tell.

"Brother!"

Scala cut in, pulling her father away and grabbing my hand.

"You'll come back, right?"

"I'll come when I have time."

"You must come, okay? I have a gift for you. I actually meant to give it to you last night, but I forgot because I fell asleep drunk."

She seems to have temporarily lost her memory after being slammed into the wall by Hindrasta.

"So you must come back later. And you have to come alone!"

"Alright."

"When are you coming?!"

"Oh for fuck's sake, why are you being so clingy?!"

Hindrasta exploded as Scala kept asking.

"We need to get back to the Academy! We're busy! We have mountains of things to do!"

"What do YOU have to do?! At most... Hey, why are you pushing me! You bitch!"

As Hindrasta physically pushed her away, Scala bared her teeth and snarled like a wild dog.

Ignoring her, Hindrasta continued pushing Scala away while shouting.

"Professor Orendi! Dimensional gate!"

"Uh... sure..."

Looking like a complete corpse from her hangover, Orendi weakly raised her hand and opened a dimensional gate.

"Hurry up, hurry!"

"Well then, everyone stay healthy and may your business prosper."

"Goodbye, Dian! See you again!"

"Ugh... I feel like I'm going to throw up, don't pull me, student Sophie..."

Gripped by Hindrasta's hand, Orendi and I said our farewells to the mercenary corps and returned to the Academy.
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"I'll keep it a secret for now."

As soon as we returned to the academy, Orendi blurted out.

"He's such an incredible person, and the fact that no one knows about his past until now must mean he's keeping quiet for a reason. So I'll keep it to myself."

"Yeah, whatever. Do as you please."

"And the same goes for student Sophie."

Orendi looked at Hindrasta.

"Me? Everyone already knows I'm from the Reblanc Mercenary Corps."

"I meant keeping it a secret that you wet yourself when you saw the dragon—oops!"

Orendi narrowly escaped being grabbed by the collar and fled like lightning toward the dormitory.

"What is that crazy mage babbling about?!"

"Hey, kid. Is that how you talk to a professor?"

"Professor or not, whatever. And you!"

"What?"

Hindrasta, who was about to say something while fuming, soon shook her head.

"No. Forget it for today. Let's stop here. I'm leaving."

She turned around and walked off to the student dormitory.

Like a crazy dragon, tsk tsk.

When I got home, Olicia welcomed me.

"I heard from the Vice Principal. You went to the Reblanc Mercenary Corps. Did everything go well?"

"Yes. It wrapped up very cleanly."

I told Olicia about what happened at Reblanc.

"Eek!? A d-dragon?! Why on earth?!"

"There are dragons like that sometimes. Living in human form for various reasons."

"Ugh, that's terrifying... But you're saying you drove away that dragon, Dian? And even got compensation. That's amazing. But there's one problem."

Olicia raised a finger with a determined expression.

"It was too dangerous! You were lucky it ended well, but what if you had been seriously injured fighting a dragon!"

"What else could I do? Everyone would have died if I'd left it alone."

"You could have gone outside the lord's castle, opened a dimensional gate, and escaped. And dealing with dragons isn't a job for an academy professor—it's something the Legion should handle!"

"Do you think you could escape from an angry dragon?"

"Still! Don't ever do something so dangerous again. Do you understand?"

"Alright, alright. I won't. And even if I got hurt, I wouldn't go back to Brunswell."

"That's not what I'm talking about!" Olicia shrieked.

"I don't want you to get hurt! It's not about Brunswell!"

"Oh, that's what you meant?"

"What do you mean 'that's what I meant'?! You're my only family, Dian! If something happened to you..."

She stopped speaking and bit her lip, then covered her face with both hands.

"If I were to be alone again... then I..."

After letting out a trembling sigh, Olicia roughly wiped her eyes and looked at me.

"This won't do."

"What won't?"

"Invite the important people over for dinner tonight."

I stared blankly, wondering what she was talking about, and Olicia frowned as if frustrated.

"The Principal and Vice Principal! We need to prepare delicious food, treat them well, and make a request."

"What request?"

"To keep you from doing reckless things!"

"No, that's not necessary..."

"Yes, it is!"

Olicia cut me off.

"I was planning to arrange a celebration for Professor Ismera's promotion to Vice Principal anyway, so this works out perfectly. Bring both of them over. I'll take care of the rest."

A dinner with Kirrin and Ismera that could be seen as currying favor... Actually, it's not a bad suggestion.

We haven't properly celebrated Ismera becoming Vice Principal yet.

It makes sense for the academy leadership to have a modest meal together.

The leadership consists of just three people: Principal Kirrin, Vice Principal Ismera, and me as Head Combat Professor. There's no telling when Kaiden will arrive, so waiting for him would be endless.

"Alright. Let's do that."

Only then did Olicia's expression soften.

"Then I need to go out right away. There's so much to prepare."

I drove the carriage into town with Olicia, who was busily getting ready to go out.

On the way, we stopped by the faculty dormitory to invite Kirrin and Ismera to dinner tonight.

"Really? I'm all for it!"

Kirrin was immediately enthusiastic.

"You're safe! I was so worried!"

Ismera threw her arms around me as soon as she opened the door.

"Dinner with the Principal? Hmm... well... sure..."

She agreed to come for dinner.

After confirming everyone's intentions, we went out to shop in earnest.

Olicia was humming happily, clearly excited.

Watching her, I recalled what happened earlier.

Olicia became a war orphan when she was very young.

Even she doesn't know where she originally lived.

I was curious about it, but when I rescued Olicia from the slave trader, she was only six years old.

She was too young to remember the exact name of the place where she lived.

From her memories, her parents worked in the fields morning and evening but were always poor, suggesting she was the child of serfs in some lord's territory.

This is a medieval fantasy world where most poor serfs never leave their territory in their entire lifetime.

So there would be no need to know the name of their territory or where it was located.

And even if she knew, it would probably be in ruins by now.

Olicia became a refugee when the Demon King's army attacked her village.

During the evacuation, she got separated from her parents in the crowd when their path merged with refugees from other areas, and then chaos erupted when a battle broke out between the Demon King's forces and the human alliance.

Somehow, she reached a port with unfamiliar refugees and boarded a ship bound for the Empire's mainland, but the captain was a slave trader in disguise.

While sailing to sell all the refugees as slaves, they briefly docked at Brunswell where I was living in seclusion.

Young Olicia escaped through a narrow window but was caught by the slave trader before she could leave the dock and was being beaten when I happened to discover her.

Appalled by the scene, I paid money to buy her.

At first, the slave trader asked for fifty gold coins, but after some "negotiation," we eventually agreed on one copper coin.

That's how Olicia became both my maid and my family.

To me, Olicia is my only family, and to Olicia, I am her only family.

That's why she got angry earlier when she heard I had fought with a dragon.

What a thoughtful girl.

Come to think of it, Olicia is a teenager now, and I should probably send her to school.

It's not good for her life to just do housework without any friends.

Since the Principal and Vice Principal are coming tonight, maybe I should lay the groundwork for enrolling Olicia.

Although it's a Special Mission Academy, the theoretical courses aren't much different from other academies, so it should work if we adjust the curriculum properly.

Just as Olicia is asking them to look after me, I'll be asking them to look after Olicia.

# # # # #

The afternoon was extremely busy.

With the Principal and Vice Principal coming, there was much to do—cleaning the house, cooking, and more.

Since Olicia usually works like an ant, there wasn't much to clean inside the house, so I went outside to tidy up the garden.

I trimmed the overgrown trees and swept the front of the house.

While sweeping around the fence, I noticed something strange.

Two rectangular stone slabs were leaning against the back wall of our house.

What are these? Leftover construction materials?

But judging by their shape, they don't look like construction materials.

We don't have stone slabs like these anywhere in our house.

Hmmmm...

"Olicia!!"

"What is it?!"

"There are stones here—did you put them here?"

Olicia, who was in the kitchen, ran outside and tilted her head in confusion when she saw the stone slabs.

"Huh? Why are these here?"

"Do you know what they are?"

"These were originally piled over there, but I moved them here because they looked unsightly. I thought we might use them later. But..."

She tilted her head again.

"I put them over there, not here..."

The place Olicia pointed to was several meters away from here.

Olicia has an excellent memory, so she wouldn't have been mistaken.

"Really? Then someone moved them here..."

"Who would bother moving them here?"

"That's true."

After thinking about it, I decided to get rid of them completely.

Judging by their size, someone could use them to climb over the fence.

I threw them into the overgrown vacant lot and returned to finish tidying up around the house.

# # # # #

In the evening twilight as the late summer sun sank below the horizon.

Someone was lurking around Dian's house.

It was Maya, the priest from the infirmary.

Maya was somewhat confused because something that was always in the same place was now missing.

The two stone slabs she had always hidden in a spot out of sight had vanished without a trace.

After circling the house several times, Maya still couldn't find the stones.

Without them, the short Maya couldn't see over the fence.

While wondering what to do, Maya sensed someone approaching and pressed herself against the wall.

Principal Kirrin and Vice Principal Ismera were coming this way.
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Maya, pressed against the wall, peeked out just enough to observe the Principal and Vice Principal.

The distance from the faculty dormitory to here was considerable, so they should have been chatting along the way.

For some reason, the two elves maintained an awkward silence without exchanging a single word.

Those two never got along well to begin with.

Ismera, a pure-blooded elf, had too much pride to serve under a Principal whose abilities were relatively lacking.

Even though she had been promoted to Vice Principal this time, those long-harbored feelings wouldn't easily dissipate.

Maya had already quietly mapped out the relationships between the key figures at the Academy since her arrival.

But why had those elves come here today?

As she continued to spy, the door opened and Olicia emerged.

"Welcome!"

From her greeting, it seemed there was an appointment Maya wasn't aware of.

A weekend evening appointment—perhaps a dinner gathering for the Academy leadership?

This was a new event.

Maya looked up at the wall, which would be difficult to climb without footholds, then hurried toward the main gate.

Just after Olicia and the two elves entered, Maya dashed forward and caught the closing gate with her hand.

By then, the three had already crossed the small garden and entered the house.

Maya quietly opened the door, slipped through the gap, and moved between the garden trees.

Hopping from tree to tree like crossing stepping stones, she approached the house and hid beneath the large window of the living room.

From there, she could see inside and hear their voices perfectly.

Maya crouched down and opened the patient journal she always carried with her.

# # # # #

That evening, Kirrin and Ismera came to the house.

"Welcome!"

Olicia, dressed neatly, rushed to greet the two elves.

"Wow! What is all this, Olicia?!"

Kirrin's eyes nearly popped out at the feast laid out on the table.

Roast beef, crispy potato gratin, chicken breast with mushroom sauce, spicy seafood pasta, roasted mixed vegetables, crème brûlée, fresh fruit tart, salad, and more.

It was a diverse array of dishes that even accommodated Ismera's vegetarian preferences.

And to top it all off, there was the Armand Brignac that Linus had sent earlier.

This spread was more than sufficient to entertain the Academy's highest officials.

Even Ismera seemed to be salivating, secretly swallowing her saliva.

"Please, sit down. Let's taste everything first without much talk."

Following my suggestion, the two elves quickly took their seats.

As I poured the Armand Brignac into each glass, Kirrin let out a moan.

"Wow, this smells absolutely amazing... What kind of alcohol is this?"

"It's Armand Brignac."

"That's a difficult name."

Anyone with even a little knowledge of alcohol would have been shocked.

But Kirrin and Ismera seemed to be completely uninformed about such things, as they just nodded with expressions that said, "I see."

"First, I'd like to formally congratulate Vice Principal Ismera on her promotion. You've truly endured a lot."

"Thank you, Head Professor."

Ismera slightly raised her glass with a smiling eye.

"Now that I've become Vice Principal, I'll dedicate myself even more to the Academy's development."

"I'll work hard too!"

Kirrin exclaimed enthusiastically, raising her glass high.

"Let's toast! To Ismera!"

"No, Principal. You shouldn't be so abrupt. You need to speak more calmly."

"Oh, is that how it's done? Actually, this is my first time at such an occasion."

Kirrin scratched her head, grinned broadly, and cleared her throat.

"Um, so today we are gathered... to celebrate the promotion of Ismera, Head Professor of Theory, to Vice Principal, which is a meaningful occasion... um... Vice Principal Ismera has always worked diligently for the Academy and also..."

Kirrin began rambling incoherently through her toast.

"Therefore, I, Principal Kirrin... sincerely congratulate you... and though I don't know when they'll arrive, I hope you'll cooperate well with the new Head Professor of Theory... and so on and so forth..."

Being her superior, I waited patiently as Kirrin awkwardly concluded her toast.

"Anyway, congratulations... Cheers!"

We clinked glasses and drank the Armand Brignac.

"Ahh! Delicious!"    "Ugh! *cough* *cough*"

Kirrin smacked her lips in appreciation while Ismera coughed violently with a troubled expression.

Olicia quickly brought tissues, and Ismera wiped her mouth.

"It seems alcohol doesn't agree with me."

"This is really good alcohol... what a shame."

"How good is it exactly?"

"With ten bottles of this, you could buy an imperial battleship."

"Eek?!"

Shocked by this, Kirrin turned her empty glass upside down, stuck out her tongue, and licked every last drop.

"This is that expensive?! What is it?! Dian, were you rich?"

"My friend is rich. He gave it to me."

"Heh, I see. Having a rich friend must be nice..."

Kirrin glanced longingly at the Armand Brignac.

I smiled and offered her the bottle, which Kirrin accepted with both hands, all dignity forgotten.

"Hyaaaaaaang!!"

After her second shot, Kirrin made a strange sound of appreciation and licked her lips. How can her tongue be so long?

Seeing this, disgust and contempt began to creep across Ismera's face.

Though Kirrin now wags her tail like a puppy around me, Ismera remains fundamentally prickly and sensitive.

The events in the Great Forest hadn't completely changed her attitude toward Kirrin.

"Did you make all this, Olicia?"

Kirrin, her face slightly flushed, marveled again at the spread of food.

"Let me try some."

She took an enormous portion, devoured it, and shuddered all over.

"Amazing! The Academy cafeteria doesn't even compare! This is so delicious!! Incredible!!"

"Hehe. Thank you."

Olicia twisted her body shyly, smiling at the barrage of praise from the Academy's highest official.

Kirrin soon became busy tasting everything, completely ignoring Ismera and me.

She always ate well when we occasionally had cake at dessert cafes, so I guess that's just how she is.

Meanwhile, Ismera was elegantly examining the vegetarian dishes prepared for her.

"I noticed during the competition preparations that Olicia has a natural talent for cooking."

Ismera said, wiping her mouth with a napkin.

"Excellent. This is the best food I've ever tasted."

"Thank you, Principal, Vice Principal! I'm glad you're enjoying it!"

Olicia bowed deeply in gratitude, then brought up another topic as if she'd just remembered.

"Actually, I have a favor to ask."

Is she really going to say that?

"I heard that Dian fought with a dragon yesterday."

"W-what?!"    "A dragon?!"

Kirrin and Ismera exclaimed simultaneously in surprise.

"Y-you didn't know...?"

"What's this about, Dian? A dragon? Explain!"

As Kirrin's hands trembled, I had no choice but to briefly explain yesterday's events.

"Such an impossible thing... A polymorphed dragon, you say...?"

"This is truly shocking news..."

"So about that," Olicia said to the elves as they reacted.

"Principal, Vice Principal, please keep our Dian under control. Left alone, there's no telling when or where he might cause trouble."

Then Olicia brought up stories from Brunswell.

She told them about how I would beat up guild members, pirates stopping for supplies, and naval officers from other countries causing trouble whenever I had the chance.

"I thought he was behaving more modestly since coming to the Academy, but then he brought back a troll, and now he's even fighting dragons. At this rate, I might not live out my natural lifespan."

As Olicia placed her hand on her chest with somewhat exaggerated gestures, Kirrin clenched her fist with determination.

"I understand, Olicia. I'll make sure Dian doesn't do anything reckless from now on. Just trust me!"

"Hearing you say that really puts my mind at ease."

Pleased, Olicia served a large, well-cooked piece of meat onto Kirrin's plate.

"Ah, right. Since we're making requests, let me make one too."

"What is it? What kind of request?"

Kirrin blinked her ruby-red eyes and turned to me.

"Can our Olicia study at the Academy?"

"Olicia?"

"Ehhh?! Me? So suddenly?!"

Since this hadn't been discussed between us, Olicia cried out in surprise.

"Olicia is sixteen or seventeen this year. I think she should attend school, don't you?"

"That makes sense. What do you think, Ismera?"

Ismera slowly nodded when Kirrin asked.

"If it's just basic education, the Theory Department curriculum would be sufficient. But joining mid-year might be overwhelming, so perhaps starting as a freshman next year would be better. If Olicia is willing, we can certainly arrange it."

"That's a great idea~!"

Both Ismera and Kirrin seemed positive about it.

"What do you think, Olicia?"

"Ah, I... umm..."

As Olicia hesitated, she suddenly turned her head toward the window.

Then she rushed over and leaned her upper body out.

"What's wrong?"

"No, I thought I heard a strange sound, but I must have been mistaken."

# # # # #

When Olicia suddenly appeared at the window, Maya quickly crawled under a bush to hide.

"I thought I heard something..."

Maya clutched her stomach quietly as she watched Olicia turning her head from side to side like a predator searching for prey.

The sound Olicia had heard came from Maya's stomach.

The smell wafting through the window was so delicious and appetizing that her stomach had involuntarily growled.

"I must have been mistaken."

Fortunately, Olicia found nothing and went back inside. Maya picked up her pen again and continued writing in her patient journal.
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"What did you hear?"

"I'm not sure. I don't know."

Olicia shook her head.

"Anyway... are you saying I should attend the academy starting next year?"

"Yes. You need to learn something to do something with your life later. You can't be my maid forever, can you?"

"Huh? What do you mean by that?"

Olicia's eyes grew round.

"What do you mean 'forever'? Wasn't I supposed to be your maid until you grow old and die?"

"What will you do after I'm gone?"

"What do you mean? I'll live off the inheritance you leave behind, of course."

I burst out laughing at her words.

"Oh my, Olicia. What are you saying? A smart girl like you should be doing greater things. Don't you agree, Vice Principal?"

"That's right."

Ismera agreed.

"After watching her during the competition preparations, I think Olicia is quite intelligent. Rather than working as a maid, it would be better for her to study at the academy and pursue a career that suits her aptitude."

"Um, but I've... never really learned anything before... All I know is reading and basic calculations that Dian taught me..."

"It's okay, it's okay."

Kirrin cut in.

"I started as an illiterate. Dark Elves have our own language, so I didn't know the common tongue at all. But I eventually graduated from a public academy just fine. That's how it goes."

"I see..."

Olicia hesitated before slowly nodding.

"I'll think about it. It's just so sudden..."

"You'll do well, Olicia. Don't be afraid, just think it over carefully."

"I understand..."

We continued our meal afterward.

At Kirrin's request, I told the story of how Olicia and I met, which suddenly brought Kirrin to tears.

"Ah, that's so moving... Dian really is..."

Unable to continue, Kirrin pulled out tissues in bunches to wipe her tears and blow her nose loudly.

"This is quite a remarkable coincidence."

Ismera, who had been listening, spoke up.

"Olicia, I too had my Great Forest attacked by the Demon King's army during the war. The Head Professor saved me then. It seems both you and I owe the Head Professor quite a debt."

"What are you talking about?!"

Kirrin's eyes widened as she perked up her ears with curiosity, and Ismera looked at me.

'You didn't tell her?'

'No, I didn't.'

Reading my expression, Ismera pressed her lips shut, which made Kirrin even more impatient as she shook Ismera's shoulders.

"What happened! What happened, tell me!"

"Well, there's something, but it's difficult to speak about it freely."

"Then is it perhaps what I've been suspecting?"

Kirrin revealed her conjecture with a serious expression.

"I knew Dian was sent from the Imperial Castle instead of Lord Linus when he came here, but I had no other information. At the time, I just thought he was from the Imperial special task force or something like that—you know, one of those retired people they sent."

"I suppose someone from a special task force would have an unclear past."

"Exactly. There wouldn't even be records. So I thought that was it, but later, certain incidents made me suspicious."

Kirrin spoke to herself with a stern expression, nodding her head.

"Someone with an unclear past, recommended by the Imperial Castle, who could replace Lord Linus. Dian was a member of the Demon King Assassination Task Force."

A chilling silence fell.

What is this? She found the answer so much faster than Orendi...?

Does that mean Kirrin is smarter than a mage? Or is Orendi unusually stupid for a mage?

"Am I right?"

Kirrin looked back and forth between Ismera and me, who remained silent.

"Am I right or not? Hm? Answer me. I'm right, aren't I?"

"Well... that's correct."

Since it had come to this, I decided to tell Kirrin the truth.

Kirrin is my superior, a kind-hearted Dark Elf who likes me. She won't go around spreading rumors.

Besides, the Nemara Clan has no past entanglements with me, so it's better to clear things up rather than leave lingering suspicions.

I'm not going to quit after working here for a year, and Kirrin won't be stepping down as Principal anytime soon, so this is the right decision.

I told Kirrin the general outline of my story.

Starting as a low-ranking soldier with Linus, earning merits and promotions, then being selected as a founding member of the Demon King Assassination Task Force.

Gathering the rest of the members one by one, eventually killing the Demon King and returning.

How I fled to Brunswell to escape excessive attention and heavy responsibilities, until Linus asked me to come here.

Throughout my story, Kirrin's jaw remained dropped in astonishment.

"That's the end of it. My name wasn't mentioned because the Emperor was upset that I ran away and completely erased my records."

"My goodness..."

I thought she would make a fuss and jump around as usual, but surprisingly, Kirrin remained quiet.

"My goodness..."

She just kept repeating the same words, staring blankly at the table.

"It's hard to believe, isn't it? I felt the same way at first."

Ismera reluctantly patted Kirrin's shoulder lightly, but Kirrin shook her head.

"I believe you. If Dian told me there was a polymorphed dragon disguised as a student in our academy, I would believe that too. The problem is..."

Kirrin, who had been silent, spoke again.

"Then I really shouldn't continue as Principal, should I...?"

"What? Why would you say that?"

"Well... Ismera is a prodigy who obtained her Advanced Master's degree in record time, and Dian is one of the hidden heroes who fought alongside Lord Linus... Meanwhile, I'm just a nobody Dark Elf..."

Kirrin's ears drooped.

"I barely graduated from a public academy because my father pushed me, and I'm only here because my father pressured Emperor. I've never achieved anything through my own abilities or will."

"No, Principal. That's too much of a stretch. From what I know, you graduated at the top of your class at the public academy, so how can you say..."

"At public academies, there aren't many students who really try hard. So being at the top there doesn't mean I have exceptional talent. Being above two people who are far more impressive than me makes me feel so uncomfortable, ashamed, and sorry..."

Suddenly, Kirrin began to shed tears.

"I'm so sorry to both of you... I should step down as Principal quickly... To think a useless fool like me is blocking the path of capable people..."

"That's not why I told you this..."

"I'm sorry, I'm so sorry... Really sorry..."

Ismera and I exchanged bewildered glances.

"Principal, please calm down and have a drink."

Ismera, rolling her eyes around, picked up the Armand Brignac and filled Kirrin's glass.

"To be honest, I disliked you until last year."

"I'm sure you did..."

"But after Professor Dian arrived this year and the academy began to change, I saw you changing too, and my feelings changed."

Kirrin looked up at Ismera with tears streaming down her face.

"I realized you weren't incompetent—you were just suppressed."

"Ismera..."

"You couldn't handle the situation alone, Principal. So don't blame yourself too much."

"Thank you..."

Kirrin began to cry again at Ismera's consolation.

"Drink up. Drink it all and forget everything. Today isn't a day for you to cry—it's a day to celebrate my promotion."

"Uuu, that's right... it was..."

As Kirrin downed her drink, Ismera refilled her glass.

"Delicious..."

"Have some more. Drink my share too."

"Mmm... Thank you always, Ismera... Without you, the academy would have collapsed long ago, and I would have had to return to the forest..."

"That wouldn't have happened. You have me and Professor Dian. We'll both help you. Now, drink up."

"This is really delicious..."

At Ismera's urging, Kirrin emptied glass after glass.

Oh my, she's going to drink all of that good stuff by herself.

# # # # #

Quite some time later.

We had eaten most of the food, and the Armand Brignac was completely gone.

Kirrin had drunk almost all of it, though she probably had no idea she now had the equivalent of one-tenth of an imperial battleship in her stomach.

Even if I told her now, she wouldn't understand. Because she was completely drunk and passed out.

The funny thing was that Ismera, who had only one glass, was also on the verge of collapse.

I guess alcohol is too stimulating for elves.

Since it was getting late, I decided to lay them down in an empty room on the second floor.

After putting them side by side on the bed, I came downstairs and cleaned up with Olicia.

Even after everything was done, the two elves showed no signs of waking up.

"What should we do about the Principal and Vice Principal?"

"Leave them be. They can go to work together from here tomorrow."

I went up to a second-floor room, lay down, read a book, rolled around, and fell asleep.

Knock, knock, knock.

Some time later.

I woke up to the sound of someone knocking on the door.
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"Dian."

The door opened and Olicia entered.

"I'll leave this water here. Thought you might be thirsty."

"Thanks."

Olicia placed a pitcher and cup on the side table and left the room.

I was actually feeling a bit thirsty after drinking alcohol earlier this evening, so this was perfect timing.

After gulping down a cool glass of water, I went back to sleep.

Some time later, I heard another knock on the door.

"Is that you, Olicia?"

"It's me, Mister."

It was Ismera.

She entered the room and locked the door behind her.

"You're still awake, aren't you? I knew it. You were waiting for me."

That's not true.

Because earlier, Ismera was completely drunk and staggering around with Kirrin.

I thought she was asleep, so I never expected her to show up at my room looking completely sober.

"Are you okay?"

"Of course I am. I only had one drink to begin with."

"Then why earlier did you..."

"I was pretending so Olicia wouldn't be suspicious."

Ismera approached the bed slowly with a faint smile.

"If I had appeared sober, Olicia would certainly have told me to go back to the dormitory. She'd be afraid of strange rumors developing between us that might cause you to resign from your professorship. Isn't that right?"

"I suppose so."

"That's why I pretended to be drunk. That way, Olicia would feel comfortable letting me sleep in a room on this floor."

"So that's what it was... Then you kept feeding Kirrin drinks because..."

Ismera sat on the edge of the bed and answered.

"Exactly. Principal Kirrin would only get in the way. She's passed out now, dead to the world. She'll probably be late tomorrow. And Olicia is downstairs."

Ismera climbed onto my stomach and slowly began to undress.

"No one will disturb us, Mister. Opportunities like this are rare. So let's go all the way."

I felt genuinely scared.

Just how far would Ismera's "all the way" go?

Last time in the Great Forest, we continued without rest until sunrise.

But I can't refuse. She's created such meticulous conditions, it would be ungrateful of me to reject her now.

"Alright, Ismera. This time, you'd better be prepared."

# # # # #

Kirrin stood at the academy's main gate.

Instead of the black cloak worn by professors, she was dressed in ordinary clothes with a large bag at her feet.

She looked back, but the main gate remained firmly closed with no sign of opening, and to make matters worse, a light drizzle began to fall.

Sighing, Kirrin picked up her bag and approached one of the carriages waiting in front of the gate.

"Excuse me, I'd like to go to Belrminoa..."

"This carriage is exclusively for academy faculty."

"Ah, I'm sorry..."

Rejected, Kirrin moved to the next carriage in line.

"Um, Belrminoa..."

"Not possible."

"I see..."

After being rejected several times, there were no carriages left.

All of them would only take academy students and faculty, refusing to let Kirrin board.

Finally, she was able to get a ride in the last shabby carriage by offering double the fare.

"Ugh..."

Upon entering the carriage, Kirrin was shocked and covered her mouth and nose.

A terrible stench filled the carriage.

The source of the smell was a half-rotted rabbit carcass on the floor.

Maggots, cockroaches, and blowflies swarmed all over the rabbit corpse.

On top of that, all the cushions were torn, and the windows were broken.

But she had no choice. Without this carriage, Kirrin couldn't get to Belrminoa.

It was too far to walk.

After the carriage departed and several days passed, Kirrin finally arrived at Belrminoa.

The carriage dropped her off at the border of Belrminoa and quickly fled.

That was understandable since Belrminoa was the forest of Dark Elves.

Dark, gloomy, and ominous.

Kirrin swallowed hard as she looked at the forest that cast black shadows even in broad daylight.

Kirrin.

As she entered the forest, the trees began to whisper her name.

Kirrin, why have you returned?

Surely you made a promise, Kirrin.

By the look of things, you've clearly been incompetently expelled.

Terrified, Kirrin dropped her bag and covered her ears with both hands.

But the trees continued their sinister whispers.

You're a disgrace to the clan.

Your dead mother will rise from her grave.

"No!"

Kirrin shouted.

"My mother isn't like that!"

What would your mother say if she saw you now?

Betraying the clan's expectations and returning empty-handed without achieving anything worthwhile.

"Mom would... Mom would comfort me!"

Don't be ridiculous. That's only when you had value.

Why would your mother comfort you now when you've become completely useless?

She would surely tell your father, "You were right."

When her father was mentioned, Kirrin's breath caught.

Fear constricted her chest, making it impossible to breathe properly.

Your father betrayed the Demon King at the risk of clan extinction.

He succeeded in his gamble with the clan's fate and chose you as the bridgehead to advance into the world.

He even made unreasonable demands to the Emperor to send you to the city.

If you return like this, your father won't stand for it.

"Stop... please stop..."

Unable to walk further, Kirrin crouched down, pulling her ears downward as she sobbed.

"I'm sorry... I'm sorry..."

After begging for forgiveness for a while, Kirrin suddenly opened her eyes, feeling something strange.

The first thing she saw was a wooden ceiling and a rectangular window letting in bluish dawn light.

This isn't Belrminoa...? Where am I...?

Looking around, Kirrin gradually recalled her memories.

Right. Dian invited me to Ismera's celebration party for her promotion to Vice Principal.

We ate, drank, and had fun... after that, her memories were hazy, likely because she had passed out drunk.

Ismera kept offering me drinks non-stop, and I accepted them all...

This isn't a dormitory room, so it must be one of the rooms in Dian's house.

Did Dian put me to bed here?

What about Ismera? She probably only had one drink, so she must have returned to the dormitory.

Pondering this, Kirrin rose from the bed.

The terrible nightmare had completely chased away her sleep, so she wanted to thank Dian.

And since such opportunities were rare, she also wanted to chat with Dian about various things.

She wanted to resolve her lingering questions about Dian's past and subtly gauge how much Dian might support her future plans.

Kirrin's plan wasn't anything grand.

She wanted to hand over the principal position to either Dian or Ismera and step down to become just a subject professor in the Combat Department.

Now that the Vice Principal position had been created, it would be fine if Ismera became Principal.

Then Dian could become Vice Principal and Kirrin could become the Head of Combat. But that was something to think about later.

In any case, Dian's help was absolutely crucial for this.

The 2nd Princess in the Imperial Security Office held direct personnel authority over the Academy Principal, and Dian had formed a close relationship with her.

For Kirrin to get the position transfer she wanted, Dian would need to mediate.

But there was one problem.

Until just earlier this year, the 2nd Princess strongly disliked Kirrin.

So if Dian somehow mediated well and she stepped down as Principal, the 2nd Princess might mercilessly expel her.

To prevent such a disaster, Kirrin needed to somehow stay close to Dian, who enjoyed the 2nd Princess's favor.

But that too couldn't be done by Kirrin alone; Dian had to help.

It would be good to exchange some opinions with Dian about this.

Summer vacation was coming soon, and it would be better to handle personnel changes during that time for a clean start to the second semester.

If Ismera could become Principal from the second semester, she might be able to raise the standards of the first graduating class even a little.

Considering various situations, conditions, and factors, Kirrin thought it was right to find Dian's room now.

After getting up from bed, Kirrin hurriedly threw herself back down.

The door opened and Ismera entered.

"Whew..."

Turning to her side and squeezing her eyes shut, Kirrin heard Ismera sigh deeply as she sat on the bed.

"My waist hurts so much..."

After muttering to herself, Ismera got up again and left the room.

Footsteps could be heard from the stairway; she seemed to be going downstairs.

Then came the sound of water splashing in the bathroom. She was probably washing herself.

Didn't she go home?

Why did she go somewhere in the middle of the night and come back at dawn to wash herself like that?

I really don't understand...

While Ismera was washing, there was clattering from downstairs, presumably Olicia preparing breakfast.

Then one of the doors on the second floor opened, and Dian's footsteps could be heard.

"Oh my, oh my. I'm so sore."

What could be sore? Did he sleep in an awkward position and strain his shoulder?

"Everyone, come eat!"

While lost in these thoughts, Olicia called from downstairs.

Kirrin had no choice but to go downstairs without achieving anything.

# # # # #

Meanwhile, Priestess Maya.

Scratch scratch scratch scratch scratch scratch scratch scratch scratch scratch scratch scratch scratch scratch scratch scratch scratch scratch scratch scratch scratch scratch scratch scratch scratch scratch scratch scratch scratch scratch scratch scratch scratch scratch scratch scratch scratch scratch scratch scratch scratch scratch scratch scratch scratch scratch scratch scratch scratch scratch scratch scratch scratch scratch scratch scratch scratch scratch scratch scratch scratch scratch scratch scratch scratch scratch scratch scratch scratch.

After writing without rest until the eastern sky brightened, Priestess Maya closed the patient journal and slowly stood up.

She had already reached the last page of the journal.

I need to visit the Order headquarters.

There's so much to report to the Secretary General.

With legs numb from crouching all night, Maya shuffled out the front gate.
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I made my way downstairs to the first floor, dragging my tired body after being tormented by Ismera all night.

The diligent Olicia was bustling about in the kitchen, having risen early because of the important visitors, while Ismera was just coming in through the back door, apparently fresh from washing up.

"Hello, everyone."

Following her, Kirrin came down the stairs with a rather haggard face and greeted us.

Her complexion looked truly awful, probably from drinking so much yesterday. Her normally chocolate-colored skin now resembled cement mix—she definitely needed to visit the infirmary for some divine healing.

When I suggested this, Kirrin replied that she would go after the morning meeting.

In contrast, Ismera's face was glowing as if she'd consumed a genuine healing potion with high troll blood content.

After eating the breakfast Olicia prepared, we headed to work together.

Faculty members on their morning commute greeted us and made way as we passed.

"Yes, good morning to you all."

Unlike her usual self, Ismera was in such a good mood that she surprised everyone by smiling with her eyes and waving.

She's absolutely brimming with energy.

"Good morning, Principal! Vice Principal!"

Lina, emerging from the singles' dormitory, greeted us and literally ran over like the wind.

"And good morning to you, Head Professor!"

After passing by Kirrin and Ismera, Lina grabbed my hand and shook it vigorously.

"Yes, yes. Hello. Let go of my hand, please."

I quickly pulled my hand away when I noticed Ismera staring at Lina with wide eyes.

"I'll see you all later then!"

Oblivious to Ismera's laser-like gaze, Lina cheerfully said goodbye and ran off with her cape fluttering behind her.

"She's incredibly fast, befitting a professor specializing in infiltration."

Kirrin admired Lina, who was already far away, while Ismera sidled up to me crab-like, gently took my hand, and asked:

"Nothing's going on, right?"

"Nothing at all."

"Good."

She then let go of my hand and moved away again, conscious of others watching.

# # # # #

Monday's weekly general meeting.

Kirrin, looking like death warmed over, issued various directives.

The topic everyone was most interested in was Kaiden, who would apparently arrive sometime this week. Finalizing his affairs at his original post at the Illusion Magic Tower was taking some time.

After instructing everyone to thoroughly prepare for the upcoming first semester final evaluations, Kirrin fled the meeting room as if escaping.

"Why is she acting like that?"

When Lina tilted her head in confusion, Felimina adjusted her glasses and said:

"I heard there was a dinner party at the Head Professor's house yesterday with the Principal and Vice Principal. Didn't you know?"

"Of course I didn't. You're the one who collects that kind of information, Professor Felimina. Did she drink a lot? Hmm?"

When Lina looked at me, I just shrugged with a smile.

Ismera was staring intently at me from her seat at the right side of the high table.

# # # # #

In the morning, I patrolled the campus wearing a practice wooden sword, checked the classrooms and training grounds, and on my way back, I suddenly remembered Kirrin had gone to the infirmary, so I headed in that direction.

"Hello, Priestess?"

When I opened the door and entered, Maya the Priestess, who was usually sitting at the reception desk writing something, was nowhere to be seen.

Where could she be? Was she taking care of Kirrin?

Going further inside, I found Kirrin lying on a bed, groaning.

"Oh my, oh my..."

"Principal. Are you alright?"

"Dian... Do I look... alright to you...?"

"You look like you're one step away from death."

"Oh my, oh my, oh my..."

Kirrin raised her hand with difficulty while continuously moaning.

"Water, please..."

"Ah, yes."

After I handed her the water cup beside the bed, she gulped it down and lay back down.

"Where is Priestess Maya?"

"She gave me some divine healing earlier and went to her room to pack... something..."

"Pack?"

"Well... she said she wanted to visit the Order headquarters briefly, so I told her to go ahead..."

"Is that so?"

Just then, Maya the Priestess emerged from the inner room.

"Hello, Priestess."

"Hello, Head Professor."

Maya the Priestess, with her usual indifferent expression, slightly bowed her head and asked Kirrin:

"How are you feeling now, Principal?"

"I don't know... I feel like I'm dying... My head feels like it's going to split open..."

"Divine healing cannot cure hangovers. Please rest this morning as I advised."

"Alright... ugh, but I have so much to do..."

Kirrin mumbled, holding her forehead.

"What do you have to do? Ismera took care of everything."

"That's true, but... it still feels wrong and awkward not to be working..."

Such a soft-hearted Dark Elf.

"By the way, Priestess, what's the sudden business at the Order headquarters?"

"I have matters to report to the Secretary General," Maya said quietly.

"I'm on assignment from the Order headquarters. It's my duty to report my activities to the Secretary General."

"That makes sense. When you go, please give my regards to Rormane. Tell her I'm very grateful for sending you to us."

"I will do so."

Maya the Priestess glided past me to the reception desk and began writing something again.

Probably Kirrin's patient record. She really is diligent with her documentation.

Linus and Celine claimed those records were actually surveillance notes on me, but when I snuck a peek at them before, there was nothing written.

It was just paranoia.

It's been ten years since the war ended, so Rormane must have changed a lot during that time, but those two seem stuck in the past.

If Rormane were still the same, I wouldn't have returned safely from my visit to the Order headquarters earlier this year.

Something must have happened.

Besides, now that I'm celebrated as one of the Heroes of the Continent, Rormane must have reformed herself.

"Ugh, Dian..."

Kirrin called me while I was lost in thought.

"Yes?"

"If I die, Ismera will be the next Principal... and you'll be promoted to Vice Principal..."

I burst out laughing.

"I didn't know the Principal position designated successors like a lord. And what's with the deathbed wishes when you're just hungover?"

"Even if I don't die... that would be the best arrangement... Oh my, oh my..."

Kirrin clutched her head again as another wave of pain hit her, unable to continue speaking.

"Get well soon."

As I was leaving and saying goodbye, I suddenly noticed Maya the Priestess's robe at the reception desk.

There were leaves stuck to the back of her bright purple priestly robe.

How would a priestess get such things on her clothes?

She probably didn't notice that her laundry had fallen and collected leaves after being hung out to dry.

"Priestess. There are leaves stuck to your back."

Not wanting to create misunderstandings by brushing them off myself, I just told her verbally, and Maya reached her hand over her shoulder.

"Thank you, Head Professor."

I left the infirmary with her thanks.

Scratch, scratch, scratch, scratch.

Even as I closed the infirmary door, the sound of Maya the Priestess writing in her patient records continued unabated.

# # # # #

When I returned home after finishing work, Olicia was poking around the garden with a broom.

"Where did it go?"

"What are you doing?"

"Oh, you're back? I'm checking if there's a cat or stray dog around."

"Suddenly?"

"Look at this."

Olicia pointed somewhere with her broom.

It was right below the living room window. There were broken bush branches on the ground.

The marks looked like something heavy had been placed there, crushing and breaking the branches.

"Judging by the size, it might be a stray dog. It made quite a mess. Do you think it came through a gap in the gate?"

"I don't know. But is it really a problem?"

"What do you mean it's not a problem? Something strange entered our home. And I've been feeling uneasy lately, especially with those stones that were attached to the wall before. Imagine someone using those to peek over the wall at us."

"Hmm. That seems a bit excessive..."

Suddenly, a memory from this morning flashed in my mind.

The leaves stuck to Maya the Priestess's clothes.

Looking at them now, they were identical to the bushes in our garden.

"Where are you going?"

I went out the gate and searched through the overgrown vacant lot.

I picked up two discarded stones, stacked them against the wall, and had Olicia climb up.

"What's going on?"

Olicia asked with just her head peeking over the wall.

Olicia is slightly taller than Maya the Priestess.

If Maya were to stand on these stones, she could spy on our house with just her eyes showing, like a crab.

Scratch, scratch, scratch, scratch.

The sound of pen writing that I always heard at the infirmary.

The bush leaves stuck to the back of her priestly robe.

Stones perfectly matched to her height.

And the sudden trip to the Order.

And yesterday, Ismera and I...

"Dian! Where are you going? Dinner will be ready soon!"

I ran to the infirmary, leaving the staff residential area.

The lights were off and the door was locked.

"Priestess Maya!"

There was no answer to my call.

This was unusual, as the infirmary was normally open at all hours with her living there.

"Excuse me!"

I ran to the main gate guardhouse.

"Did Maya the Priestess leave?"

"Yes, she left several hours ago."

Damn it!

# # # # #

At the same time, at the Order headquarters' main gate.

After paying the carriage fare, Maya hurried up the stairs and entered the Grand Temple.

She clutched tightly to her chest the patient records she had been writing all this time.

After navigating various staircases and corridors, Maya reached her destination.

"Secretary General. It's Maya."

"Come in."

The door to the Secretary General's office slowly opened.
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Rormane, seated in her chair, smiled as she welcomed Maya.

"Welcome."

"Have you been well, Secretary General?"

As Maya bowed her head in greeting, Rormane rose from her chair and approached her.

"I've been well. Let me see."

Rormane bent slightly and gently cupped Maya's cheeks.

"Judging by your complexion, you seem to be doing quite well at the Academy."

"I have been. Principal Kirrin has been very accommodating."

"Good. I'm glad you've adapted well to your assignment. Please, sit down."

Maya habitually moved to prepare tea, but Rormane stopped her.

"You're the guest now, so I'll do it."

"Understood."

After bringing two cups of tea, Rormane sat across from Maya and began.

"What do you have to report to me?"

"Various matters about the Academy."

Maya took a sip of tea before answering.

"Do you remember what my predecessor reported when they returned?"

"Of course I do. Didn't they curse the place, saying it would collapse within a year?"

"That's right. But since my assignment there, several major changes have occurred."

Maya reported the Academy's affairs to Rormane in a quiet voice.

The revival of the Combat Department, the resumption of intensive practical training, the establishment of a shopping district, the capture of trolls and wild horses, the selection of special talent students, winning the competition, and more.

"This is completely different from your predecessor's report."

"Yes, Secretary General. All of this is Professor Dian's achievement."

"As expected, Dian is remarkable. To single-handedly revitalize the Special Mission Academy that even the Imperial Castle considered a failure."

Rormane smiled with dignity.

"Dian has always been like that. Truly capable and extraordinary. It's truly unfortunate that people don't know more about him."

"I feel the same way."

When Maya agreed, Rormane's smile grew wider.

"You think so too? But you don't know. Dian's true self. What he's shown as a professor is only a fraction of who he is."

Rormane began a story from about ten years ago, when the Demon King Assassination Task Force was established.

"So, at that time, what Dian did was..."

"Dian's judgment was correct. If we had followed Linus's instructions, we would have been annihilated."

"Perhaps Dian is someone from the future, or an apostle sent by the gods to save the continent."

Rormane went on at length about the exploits of the Demon King Assassination Task Force, particularly Dian's accomplishments.

Or more accurately, it was just stories about Dian.

Acolyte Maya silently listened to Rormane's lengthy discourse about Dian, occasionally sipping her tea.

"Oh my."

Eventually, Rormane, who had been describing how handsome Dian was and how firm his body was, made a gesture of covering her mouth.

"I seem to be saying all sorts of things. I'm sorry, Maya."

"It's fine. Hearing it directly from you, Secretary General, I think I understand why everyone likes Professor Dian."

At Maya's response, Rormane closed her mouth and stared at her intently.

After a moment, Rormane asked.

"What do you mean?"

"Exactly what I said. Everyone at the Academy likes Professor Dian."

"By everyone, you mean?"

"The professors, staff, and students."

"Of course. Dian casts a spell that makes anyone who meets him fall for him."

Rormane laughed with a slight blush.

"Dian has something that enchants people."

Then she launched into another lengthy, indiscriminate praise of Dian.

Surprisingly, this new speech contained entirely fresh expressions and content, with nothing overlapping her previous lengthy discourse.

Only when Maya's teacup was empty did Rormane's praise finally stop.

"I'm sorry, Maya. I got too excited. I haven't had anyone around who knew Dian for the past ten years."

"It's quite all right."

"Would you like more tea?"

"I'll get it myself."

Maya rose smoothly and brought a fresh cup of tea.

"Good. Is there anything else?"

"Yes. The Elven Professor Ismera, who was the Head Professor of Theory, has become Vice Principal, a newly created position, and the mage Kaiden has become the new Head Professor of Theory."

"Kaiden?"

A glint flashed in Rormane's eyes.

"Kaiden has been secluded in the Illusion Magic Tower for ten years without any external contact. How did this happen?"

"I don't know the details, but it seems Professor Dian sought Kaiden's cooperation while preparing for the competition. Judging by the use of illusion magic during the competition."

"I see. I understand. And in that process, there must have been some kind of transaction with the Imperial Castle that we don't know about."

Rormane smiled with her eyes.

"If you need, should I prepare a 'patient journal' for the new Head Professor of Theory as well?"

"That won't be necessary. Kaiden is a good person. He will surely serve Dian well there, so I'm relieved. By the way..."

As Rormane's gaze shifted, Acolyte Maya picked up the patient journal she had placed beside her.

"Here is the observation record of Professor Dian that you requested."

"Thank you. I was secretly hoping for this."

"But will this be all right?"

Maya hesitated to hand over the journal and asked.

"What do you mean?"

"I've written only what I've seen and heard, without omission. That's why I'm concerned."

"There's nothing to worry about."

Rormane smiled, understanding what Maya meant.

"Do you think I would have asked you to do this without any thought? Give it to me."

Receiving the patient journal, Rormane slowly opened the first page.

The first entry read:

[Late at night, Professor Dian arrived carrying an unconscious beautiful female student with a troubled smile, disheveled clothing, and her body soaked in sweat.]

After reading that page, Rormane turned to the next.

The following entry read:

[Professor Dian visited the infirmary carrying an unconscious beautiful female student with clear rope marks on her wrists and bruises all over her groin.]

Next page.

[Professor Dian visited the infirmary in the middle of the night with a woman who appeared to be a minor, who had allegedly fainted from stomach pain.]

Rustle, rustle, rustle.

[Clear strangulation marks on the neck and significant bruising on the lower abdomen.]

Rustle, rustle.

[The patient kept touching her stomach while crying out "I can never erase it," and when Professor Dian continued saying something, the patient responded through tears, "I'll do it. That's enough, right?" She then lay down and sobbed for a while.]

[Additionally, there were dried traces of a sticky substance around the female student's mouth. Unable to confirm whether it was vomit or some other fluid.]

[Combat Head Professor Dian visited the infirmary with Elven Theory Head Professor Ismera. Both claimed they came for divine healing as they were extremely tired from staying up all night.]

[Since no other students who participated in the class visited, it is presumed that some kind of intense physical activity beyond the planned lesson content occurred between the two.]

Rormane continued turning the pages without any particular reaction.

Meanwhile, Acolyte Maya sat quietly, just sipping her tea.

Before her assignment, Rormane had given Maya special instructions.

That was to record all of Professor Dian's activities.

At that time, Maya immediately realized that the Secretary General admired Professor Dian.

The Secretary General's attitude when Professor Dian first visited here was evidence of that.

Maya respected and liked the Secretary General she served, so she diligently recorded the patient journal as instructed.

However, today Maya realized her thinking had been wrong.

After listening to Rormane's praise of Dian that continued through two cups of tea, Maya understood that Rormane's feelings toward Professor Dian were far from ordinary.

That's why she hesitated to hand over the journal.

On the other hand, Maya was curious.

Acolytes, regardless of gender, are forbidden from marriage and relationships with either the opposite or same sex.

So why would the highest official of the Order be so fixated on Professor Dian?

If this fact became known outside, the Secretary General would surely be disciplined and excommunicated.

Yet at the same time, Maya was happy.

Happy that the Secretary General showed such dangerous sincerity to her without reservation.

"Hmm."

Opening the last page, Rormane let out an indecipherable moan between her lips.

That page recorded all the sounds that came from Dian's second-floor room last night.

"I see. So that's how it is."

After quite some time.

Having finished reading Dian's patient journal, Rormane smiled faintly.

"You've done a very thorough job. Thank you."

"Thank you."

With that, Rormane said nothing more.

She just looked down at the open last page of the patient journal.

The silence lengthened, but Maya showed no sign of discomfort as she quietly drank her tea.

Maya rose from her seat and brought fresh tea.

And again, she sipped it alone.

"Maya."

When the third cup was emptied, Rormane finally spoke.

"Yes, Secretary General?"

"Are there any special events at the Academy this week?"

"None that I'm aware of. They're currently preparing for end-of-term evaluations."

"Then I could visit the Academy briefly, couldn't I?"
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The next day.

Kirrin came looking for me early in the morning, her face ashen.

"Dian! Dian! Save me!"

She grabbed the hem of my clothes and clung to me, making an absurd plea.

"Save me, please!"

"What's the matter? Did Vice Principal Ismera kill the Principal and try to usurp her position?"

I joked, but Kirrin's complexion only worsened.

"She's coming!"

"Who's coming?"

"The Sec-Sec-Sec-Sec..."

Kirrin stammered incoherently.

"The Secretary General!"

"Oh, I see."

"Get serious!"

Kirrin shouted at my casual response.

"Not just any administrator, but the Secretary General, Dian! The Secretary General of the Order's headquarters!"

"I know. If the Principal is this flustered, it must be the Order's Secretary General."

"Why aren't you surprised?"

"I am surprised."

In truth, I wasn't. This was exactly what I'd expected.

The Order's Secretary General announcing a visit to the Academy just one day after Priestess Maya's business trip.

This confirmed that Priestess Maya had been monitoring me.

So that empty patient journal from before was all a ruse.

Of course, a priest who assists a high-ranking official like the Secretary General wouldn't carelessly store records of someone else's activities.

"Wh-what should we do...?"

"We should prepare to welcome our guest."

"But the Secretary General ranks higher than a minister!"

Kirrin screamed.

"There's so much to prepare!"

"Is there an established protocol? If so, we just follow it. The administrative director handles all that, right? Why are you worried, Principal? We also have Vice Principal Ismera."

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

Finding no fault in my logic, Kirrin drooped her ears and mumbled uncertainly.

"It's just that they're such a high-ranking and famous person... and I'm terrified about why they're suddenly coming here..."

"I think Priestess Maya probably reported all the Academy's shortcomings."

"Wh-what?!"

Kirrin's eyes nearly popped out.

"So the righteous Secretary General is coming personally to punish you on behalf of the goddess..."

I quickly caught Kirrin as she staggered and nearly collapsed.

"I'm joking. They're probably coming to see me."

"To see you...?"

"I told you before, didn't I? I'm from the Demon King Assassination Task Force. They're just coming to see an old friend."

There was no need to tell Kirrin the real purpose of Rormane's visit. She might actually faint if I did.

"Ah, now that I think about it, that's right. It was such an outlandish story that I forgot about it."

Kirrin sighed with relief.

"So we can leave the Secretary General's reception to you?"

"Pardon? If it's burdensome for you, that would be fine. I don't mind."

"Whew, what a relief."

Kirrin finally smiled brightly as she wiped the beads of sweat from her forehead.

"This is truly fortunate. Having someone from the Demon King Assassination Task Force at our Academy."

"What are you two doing?"

Just then, Ismera walked down the corridor toward us, her eyes filled with suspicion.

"Hello, Vice Principal. I guess you haven't heard the news."

"What news? And why are the Principal and Head Professor..."

"The Order's Secretary General is visiting our Academy."

"What...?!"

As expected, Ismera also cried out in surprise, just like Kirrin.

"The Order's Secretary General is coming to our Academy?! Why?!"

"They're coming to see Dian."

Now completely at ease, Kirrin replied cheerfully.

"Ismera, you know that Dian and the Secretary General have deep connections."

"Hmm, that's true. But so suddenly..."

"So there's nothing to worry about. Dian will take care of everything."

"Principal! How can you be so nonchalant?"

Ismera snapped angrily.

"No matter how close they are to Professor Dian, the Secretary General of the Order isn't someone who moves around casually. We need to start preparing to welcome them right away! Surely you're not thinking of leaving everything to Professor Dian and stepping back?"

"O-of course not! No way!"

Kirrin, her intentions exposed, shook her head and hands vigorously, her ears flapping.

"Call a meeting immediately. Including the administrative director. We have much to prepare."

"Yes, yes. I understand."

Ismera followed with quick steps as Kirrin scurried away.

Truly, what would become of our Academy without Ismera?

Anyway, Ismera will handle the reception preparations, so back to my problem.

Priestess Maya had been diligently writing something every time I visited the infirmary.

She also wrote in her patient journal whenever she saw me elsewhere, and she even spied on my home.

What exactly did she write, and how?

I only went to the infirmary when taking others there or visiting patients.

And I didn't do anything particularly strange at home.

Except for one thing.

Just yesterday, Ismera and I spent the night together, and we left the window open because it was hot.

That window was right above where Priestess Maya was presumably hiding.

So she must have recorded all of that as well.

There's no point in endless speculation. I should just find Priestess Maya and ask her directly.

When I went to the infirmary, the door was locked.

Looking through the window, I saw it was empty, suggesting Priestess Maya was still at the Order.

She's probably planning to return to the Academy with Rormane.

That makes sense.

There's no reason for Rormane to send Maya back to the Academy alone.

If I heard about the Secretary General's visit, I'd immediately go after Priestess Maya.

Hmm, so I just need to wait for Rormane to arrive.

But I don't want to just sit around doing nothing.

I should check if there's anything I need to know about what happened during my ten-year absence.

I called for a carriage and headed to Linus's house.

# # # # #

"So Rormane is coming."

Linus slowly nodded.

"That priest from the infirmary was indeed Rormane's spy."

"That's right. It seems she planned to keep double records from the beginning. So, is there anything I should know about Rormane's situation over the past ten years?"

"Well..."

Linus looked back, and Celine shrugged.

"Not really. Since becoming Secretary General, she's been so busy that we've rarely met."

"Hmm, I see. So I should just treat her like I did during the war?"

"You met her earlier this year, didn't you? How was she then?"

"I don't know. Normal. I didn't get any particular impression."

"I see..."

A brief silence fell.

Linus and Celine both wore expressions of deep thought as they tried to offer me advice.

"To be honest..."

Linus spoke first.

"With Rormane, there's no answer except a direct confrontation. She can only be somewhat controlled when someone speaks firmly to her face."

"But that's when you're a third party,"

Celine interjected.

"Dian is directly involved. If Dian does that, Rormane might see it as the pot calling the kettle black, which would only add fuel to the fire."

"That's true. Then what should we do... Hmm..."

After continued contemplation, Linus finally gave an awkward smile.

"Sorry, Dian. I don't know."

"It's okay. I expected as much. I don't have any clear ideas either."

"What on earth does she want to do at the Academy..."

Celine muttered.

"What's certain is that she's coming because she thinks your relationships with women at the Academy are complicated. But the Secretary General won't cause a scene at the Academy."

"Perhaps she just wants to see who these women of yours are."

"Maybe... But considering that succubus incident back then, thinking this will go smoothly seems too optimistic..."

"Right. That did happen."

When Celine trailed off, Linus also took on a serious expression.

The succubus incident went like this:

We had captured a succubus as a prisoner after battle.

She was a fairly high-ranking officer, so we decided to transport her to the rear.

While moving with the bound succubus, we had to make camp, and during her watch, Rormane killed the succubus.

I still remember that time.

"Lord Dian. Lord Dian. Wake up."

Rormane shook my shoulder as I slept.

Since I was next on watch duty after Rormane, I thought she was waking me for that. I opened my eyes and was startled.

Rormane's face was covered in blood, and her priest's robe was soaked. Was it an enemy attack!?

I jumped up to see the succubus on the ground, brutally slaughtered.

And not far from there, Kaiden stood trembling with a pale face.

"That wench was trying to seduce you, Lord Dian, so I took care of it."

Rormane proudly showed me the dagger she carried for self-defense.

But that was Rormane's delusion. The succubus had been bound at the wrists, gagged, and blindfolded, making it impossible for her to attempt seduction.

That's why she fell helplessly to a priest armed with just a dagger.

"Now you're safe, Lord Dian. I did this all for you."

Rormane said, her eyes glazed over.
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"Dian. Are you okay?"

"Huh? Yeah."

As I was lost in memories of the past, Celine tapped the back of my hand.

"No matter how much I think about it, I'm not sure either. Rormane has always been unpredictable."

Even Celine was giving up.

"It's fine, really. It's my problem anyway. I'll figure something out."

Come to think of it, this is pretty ridiculous.

Three former members of the Hero's Party putting their heads together because of one obsessive girl.

I should just handle this the way I've always lived my life.

A head-on approach.

Using my body rather than my brain is what I'm comfortable with.

Maybe I should go to the Order right now and make the first move.

But that idea was rejected by Linus, Celine, and myself.

What would I even say? Stop bothering me?

Judging by Rormane's usual behavior, that would be like fanning the flames of a burning house.

The three of us agreed it would be better to prepare thoroughly and first determine exactly what Rormane's intentions are.

# # # # #

Kirrin called an emergency meeting regarding the Secretary General's visit.

Though we call it an "emergency meeting," it's not actually that urgent.

The Secretary General is certainly an important figure, but it's somewhat debatable whether they have direct interests with the Academy.

Besides, the Empire, despite being a medieval fantasy world, has such strong administrative systems that protocol rankings are very clearly documented.

So we just need to find the Secretary General's rank and prepare accordingly.

According to the protocol ranking chart Ismera obtained, the Order's Secretary General is equivalent to a Grade 1 Minister.

Honestly, I was surprised.

A Grade 1 Minister of the Empire outranks even the kings of smaller kingdoms?

I knew the religious Order that most of the continent follows was influential, but I didn't realize it was this powerful.

Just ten years ago, she was merely an Acolyte Priest at a remote provincial temple, and now look how far she's come.

I still remember it.

It was a cold winter day.

When I first visited the temple, Rormane was outside, washing rags in ice-cold water, her hands swollen and red.

Back then, neither she nor we had any idea things would turn out this way. Impressive, really.

"According to the cooperation document sent by the Order, the Secretary General's purpose for visiting is to tour the Academy and offer encouragement," Ismera, seated in the place of honor next to Kirrin, spoke first.

"So we need to make sure we show the Secretary General exactly what our Academy is all about."

"Vice Principal, let's make the schedule as packed as possible. We should show the students' practical training too," I suggested, raising my hand.

"When they say 'tour and encouragement,' what they really mean is 'if you're doing well, we might give you something.' So when the opportunity comes, we should make the most of it."

Murmurs of agreement came from around the room.

If we can't avoid this situation, we might as well turn it to our advantage.

The Order has enormous wealth, and the Secretary General is at the pinnacle of managing that massive budget. Depending on Rormane's mood, our Academy might receive substantial support.

And frankly speaking, for someone of the Secretary General's stature—equivalent to a Grade 1 Minister—would they really come empty-handed and leave empty-handed?

First, we'll give a comprehensive tour of the Academy to impress them, serve delicious food, and I'll handle whatever comes after that.

Kirrin, true to her role as Principal, just needs to exchange pleasantries and courteous words.

But the problem is Ismera.

I keep picturing Rormane smiling while covered in blood, with a collapsed succubus behind her.

The succubus, with long ears like an elf, gives me an eerie sense of déjà vu.

What should I do about her? Should I ask her to be somewhere else during the visit?

But Ismera would probably refuse.

She's been working even more zealously as Vice Principal than when she was Head Professor.

It doesn't make sense to ask the Vice Principal to be absent when a VVIP is visiting.

And it would be absurd to say, "The Secretary General might kill you."

After pondering briefly, I called for Geneve, Morton, and Lina.

"I have a mission for you. It's very important."

"What kind of mission, sir?"

"During the Secretary General's visit, Geneve will closely guard Vice Principal Ismera, Morton will guard Principal Kirrin, and Lina will guard student Knightley."

"Is there a specific reason for this?"

"There is."

"Understood."

As always, the professors accepted my instructions without question.

During the reception, I'll be right beside Ismera and Kirrin, so that should be fine. But when touring the Academy, we'll be moving around, and anything could happen, so we need to be prepared.

Rormane might go crazy and suddenly stab one of them in the back.

I added Knightley to the list because of Priestess Maya's patient journal.

Priestess Maya usually wrote in it when I visited the infirmary.

The women I had contact with at the infirmary were Kirrin, Ismera, Knightley, and Sophie.

Sophie is a polymorphed dragon, so she should be fine, but I'm a bit worried about Knightley.

Of course, this might be an unfounded concern, but there's no harm in being over-prepared.

Geneve and Lina were former Task Force members, and Morton was from the elite Long-Range Patrol Corps, so this level of security should be sufficient.

Good.

Under Ismera's leadership, we began preparations to welcome the Secretary General.

The first step was deciding what to show them.

We selected the Academy's main facilities, training grounds, shopping area and other amenities, the troll imprisoned underground, and so on.

We thoroughly cleaned along the route connecting these points, including the Principal's office where the actual reception would take place.

"Wow, what is all this...?"

Entering the Principal's office after a long time, I clicked my tongue in amazement.

The mountain of documents piled on the desk hadn't decreased at all.

The trash can was already overflowing with garbage—mostly leftover food and wrappers.

Apparently, she's been so busy with work that she usually eats at her desk. But still, this is too much.

Looking around the corners, I even spotted discarded undergarments.

"Eeek!?"

As I picked up a garter belt and stockings that Kirrin often wears, she made a strange noise and rushed over to snatch them away.

"W-what are you doing!?"

"We need to clean up. What's all this stuff anyway?" I pointed at the pile of documents on the desk.

"Didn't Vice Principal Ismera take all of these?"

"She did. Those aren't related to current business," Ismera answered for her.

"From what I saw, they're just outdated documents that should be stored in the Academy archives. She took them out to review and familiarize herself with them, then just left them piled up like that."

"Sigh, Principal... Let's clean this up, shall we?"

"Well..." Kirrin hesitated.

"I felt bad asking someone else to put them back, so..."

"Then you should put them back yourself. Anyway, we're sending all of those to the archives and completely overhauling this place."

"No! Wait!"

Just as I was about to bring in the administrative staff, Kirrin screamed and lunged forward.

Moving at an incredible speed that almost left afterimages, Kirrin began frantically collecting extremely personal items scattered and hidden throughout the room.

For example, the still-warm stockings I had just picked up.

Compared to Ismera's immaculately clean Vice Principal's office, the Principal's office was truly a pigsty.

"Ohhh."

The administrative staff, seeing a dark elf's distinctive movements for the first time, applauded in admiration.

"Alright, everyone, let's begin."

At my command, staff members with cleaning supplies flooded into the Principal's office.

"Ughh..."

Kirrin stood with her hands clasped together, looking uncomfortable as she darted her eyes back and forth while staff members bustled around.

"What are you doing? You should leave this to us and go check on other areas."

"Y-y-yes, of course..."

Just as I was heading out with Kirrin, something strange caught my eye.

One of the administrative staff was emptying Kirrin's desk drawer when something very familiar fell out.

Looking closely, it looked like my shirt. Why would that be here?

As I was about to go check, Kirrin darted over like lightning and grabbed it before I could.

Then, before I could do anything, she hastily stuffed it inside her own shirt.

Well, now I can't take it back.

"What are you hiding?"

"My shirt..."

"Really?"

"Really!"

Well, I must have seen wrong. It was just a common white shirt, and all the professors wear similar shirts.

"Hehehe... Let's go, let's hurry out..." Kirrin pushed Ismera and me out, laughing nervously like a trembling goat.

# # # # #

All preparations to welcome the Secretary General were complete.

The main gate was thrown wide open, and all professors, led by Kirrin, had come out to greet her.

Geneve and Morton stood behind Ismera and Kirrin.

"Ugh, I'm so nervous I could die..." Kirrin kept stomping her feet, unable to stay still.

"As Principal, you need to maintain your dignity. Please stay calm," Ismera reprimanded her sharply, but Kirrin continued to glance anxiously at the road leading into the Academy.

"I'm so much more nervous than when Duke Toulouse visited..."

"That's only natural. The status of a Duke and the Order's Secretary General are completely different."

My comment only deepened Kirrin's anxiety.

"Dian. You said you're friends with the Secretary General, right? Is there anything I should know? Anything I should be careful about?"

"Nothing special, just don't act too familiar with me."

"Huh?"

"They're coming!"

As Kirrin was about to question me further, Waver, with his keen eyesight, shouted.

Far in the distance, a carriage was approaching.

"Is that really the Order's carriage?!"

"The emblem on the front of the carriage is the Order's emblem," Waver confirmed, causing Kirrin to clench her hands tightly and mutter.

"Don't make mistakes, don't make mistakes..."

The Order's carriage entered the Academy.

The first to step out was Priestess Maya.

Following her was Rormane.
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Another carriage arrived behind Rormane, and more priests disembarked.

They all appeared to be older, likely high priests of the Order.

"W-welcome! Secretary General!"

Kirrin bowed nervously, stumbling over her words.

"It's an honor to receive you!"

"It's a pleasure to meet you, Principal Kirrin. And Vice Principal Ismera, as well as all the professors."

Rormane responded with a dignified smile.

Her gaze swept over the line of professors, briefly lingering on me before moving on.

As our eyes missed each other, I looked at Priestess Maya standing behind Rormane.

Priestess Maya didn't avoid my gaze but met it steadily.

"Th-this way..."

Kirrin guided Rormane to the main hall lobby.

Inside were displays showing the academy's history, portraits of past principals (though it was just Kirrin alone), and several symbolic artifacts.

"Now I will introduce the history and development of our Imperial Special Mission Academy...!"

Kirrin began her explanation to Rormane with a somewhat stiff demeanor, holding a small pointer.

Though she seemed a bit awkward, probably from practicing late into the night, she was doing fairly well.

"This Special Mission Academy is indeed a crucial educational institution that trains agents who will stand at the forefront of imperial security."

Rormane smiled after listening attentively to Kirrin's explanation.

"Now... shall we tour the academy facilities?"

"I'm looking forward to it."

As Kirrin and Rormane moved, Ismera and the professors followed behind them.

I felt reassured seeing Geneve and Morton positioned directly behind Kirrin and Ismera respectively, and began walking.

They could easily block if Rormane suddenly pulled out a weapon. Though that wouldn't happen, of course.

We moved according to our planned route, introducing Rormane to the academy's facilities and curriculum.

Students flocked to see Rormane, famous as one of the former members of the Demon King Assassination Task Force, creating quite a crowd.

Rormane responded to the students' enthusiasm with dignified waves and smiles befitting her position as Secretary General of the Order.

Watching Rormane's poised and elegant demeanor, I suddenly felt something distinctly odd.

The Rormane from the war and the current Rormane were very different.

Had she matured mentally during the ten years I hadn't seen her?

Well, she's aged ten years, so it would be problematic if she hadn't changed at all.

"This is the academy's shopping district."

We had arrived at the shopping area with various amenities, including a dessert café.

"It was developed earlier this year, um, under the direction of our newly appointed Head Professor of Combat, Dian."

Rormane turned to me with a smile that reached her eyes.

"You've done excellent work."

"Thank you."

With that, Rormane turned her attention elsewhere.

Next was the basement where the troll was kept.

"This is the laboratory for potion production and research using troll blood."

Ismera stepped forward to explain.

"It was previously an abandoned building, but was repurposed as a laboratory after we captured a wild troll near the academy."

What was once an empty, damp basement had been transformed into a fresh laboratory.

It now had lighting, ventilation, furniture, and various equipment.

At the far end of the research lab was where the troll was confined, with Orendi's binding magic circle replacing traditional iron bars.

"Oh my, so that's a troll..."

The priests' eyes widened at the sight of the troll inside the binding magic circle.

Even in a fantasy world where magical creatures exist, it's rare for ordinary people to see a troll-class monster in person.

Even in my previous life, most people had never seen even a water deer up close.

The troll had just finished the meal provided by the lab assistants and was now resting comfortably.

It had gained weight and its skin looked healthier than when it was first captured.

We were providing regular nutritious meals three times a day to ensure a steady supply of blood.

In simple terms, it was like an animal welfare research lab.

"Capturing a troll alive—this truly is a Special Mission Academy."

"It was Head Professor of Combat Dian who accomplished this."

At Ismera's response, Rormane glanced at me once more with a "truly impressive" remark.

Our next stop was the combat training ground, specifically the mounted combat area.

The priests expressed admiration at the horses scattered across the wide pasture.

"This is Anna, Professor of Combat Riding..."

Professor Anna, with dark circles under her eyes, began her explanation with a gloomy attitude.

She covered the ecology and habits of Bron Plateau wild horses, and even gave a riding demonstration.

"These wild horses were also personally acquired by Head Professor of Combat Dian. From the Bron Plateau."

"I see. The Bron Plateau. That brings back memories."

We once ambushed and wiped out the Demon King's army when they came to the Bron Plateau to acquire war horses for their cavalry.

After touring all the other training facilities, we returned to the principal's office.

Now it was time for Rormane's meeting with the academy leadership.

The professors and priests withdrew, leaving just the four of us—Rormane, Kirrin, Ismera, and myself—in the principal's office.

After taking a few sips of tea at the table, Rormane spoke.

"Thank you for your hospitality. Thanks to you, I now have a clearer understanding of what the Special Mission Academy is all about."

"Th-thank you..."

Kirrin bowed her head in relief at Rormane's compliment.

"By the way, Vice Principal Ismera."

Rormane addressed Ismera.

"Your background is quite impressive. I hear you're the fastest person to obtain a Higher Master's degree."

"You flatter me. It was thanks to having a good advisor."

"I see. But even so, obtaining a Higher Master's in just seven years is extremely difficult. That's remarkable."

"Thank you."

"I heard you were originally the Head Professor of Theory."

"That's correct. I joined with that position when the academy was founded and recently became Vice Principal."

"I suppose the Imperial Castle recognized your abilities and placed you in a position worthy of them."

"It's a position beyond my qualifications, but I'm doing my best despite the pressure."

Ismera responded skillfully.

"Then your salary must have increased significantly."

"Ah, yes... it's higher than before."

Ismera was slightly taken aback by the unexpected question.

"You receive a pension too, I assume?"

"Yes. The amount varies according to years of service."

"Is a professor position at the academy guaranteed until retirement?"

"Unless there are major issues, one can work here for life."

"Being Vice Principal now, you'll eventually become Principal, which means you won't have to worry about your later years."

"Pardon? Actually... I haven't thought that far ahead yet. I'm not quite at an age to be looking toward retirement."

"How old are you?"

At these continuing personal questions, Ismera glanced at me briefly. Rormane's eyes followed, shifting toward me.

"I'm twenty-six this year. The same as human years. I'm an adult by elven standards as well."

"You're incredibly young. I've heard elves live for hundreds of years—you have a bright future ahead."

"Thank you."

"But why are you living in a human city rather than in the forest, Vice Principal?"

Rormane continued her questioning.

"During the war, the Great Forest was attacked by the Demon King's army and burned completely. I came out to raise funds for rebuilding, as it requires a lot of money. Of course, I also had personal goals of self-realization."

"Many Great Forests suffered damage from the Demon King's army. Which Great Forest are you from?"

"You may not know it, but I'm from the Tiraelen Forest in the north."

"Tiraelen Forest..."

Rormane's reddish-brown eyes moved around as if recalling something.

"I think I've heard of it. Are both your parents still alive?"

"Excuse me?"

"Your parents."

"If you're asking about the person who gave birth to me, yes. She's an elder of our clan. I have no father. Elves are a matriarchal society with no concept of fathers, and women raise children communally."

"Ah, I see. My understanding of elves was lacking. So your elder—your mother—is still alive. What about siblings?"

"My brothers all left the forest, and as for sisters, as I mentioned, with communal child-rearing, all clan members my age are essentially my sisters. But if we were to categorize it like humans, I had about four, but they all died during the war."

"You must have been heartbroken. I shouldn't have asked."

"It's fine, Secretary General. It's been ten years already."

While the two conversed, Kirrin, caught in the middle, could only sit still and dart her eyes back and forth.

It was pitiful—she had practiced her lines all night for this meeting, but couldn't use them.

She probably couldn't understand why Rormane was asking these strange questions to the Vice Principal instead of her.

But right now, Kirrin was likely the furthest thing from Rormane's mind.

Rormane's persistent questioning about sensitive personal matters was clearly because of the last page of Maya's patient records.

I don't know what else was written there, but the events from the night before last were unmistakably clear.

I observed the angles of Rormane's hands and feet, but so far there was no sign she was about to pull out a weapon or cause a disturbance.

"Speaking of elven culture, I'm curious about something."

Completely ignoring Kirrin and me, and disregarding that this was supposed to be an official visit, Rormane continued her questioning.

"Do elves marry?"

"No, we don't. Male elves who wander the continent occasionally visit the Great Forest, and we have relations with them, bear children, and raise them. That's all."

"Hmm, I see... So elves only have children with other elves?"

When this highly inappropriate question came from a priest's mouth, Ismera closed her lips without answering.

"For example, there are half-elves. Doesn't that mean elves can marry and live with humans or other races, not just other elves?"

"That's true, but... I don't quite understand the intent behind your question, Secretary General."

I should probably intervene at this point.

"Excuse me, Secretary General."

"I'm currently speaking with the Vice Principal, Head Professor."

Rormane cut me off sharply.
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"Of course, that's true."

Despite Rormane's refusal, I continued speaking.

"But this isn't an interview to select a new elf priest. Please refrain from personal questions."

"Do you have any hereditary diseases?"

Rormane completely ignored my words and continued questioning Ismera.

"I don't have any hereditary diseases, but..."

"Are you good at cooking and cleaning?"

"Elves don't cook with fire... so I'm not good at cooking."

Now the questions were becoming so ridiculous that I couldn't help but laugh.

"That's quite problematic. If you've come to a human city, you should naturally adapt to human life."

Rormane said.

"Restoring the Great Forest will take a very long time. During that time, Vice Principal Ismera, you'll be staying in the city, so shouldn't you become somewhat accustomed to human ways?"

This was less of a question and more like an admonishment.

"I'll keep that in mind."

For now, Ismera answered obediently. The Secretary General of the Order wasn't someone you could just confront because you were in a bad mood.

"By the way, if that's the case, whoever marries you in the future will face quite a lot of difficulties."

"Excuse me?"

"Since you can't even do basic housework, let alone cooking. What do you think?"

At that, Ismera's previously compliant expression suddenly changed.

It was the same expression she had when she was hostile toward me at the beginning of the semester.

It was a subtle change that others might not notice—one that I could only perceive because I'd been close to Ismera for some time.

"I will take your advice to heart, Secretary General. Living among humans naturally means I must accept human culture."

Ismera smiled slightly.

"You mentioned marriage earlier. Yes, I plan to marry soon, having found someone worthy of being my lifelong companion. When I marry and serve my husband-to-be, I'll surely be grateful for the advice and concerns you've shared today."

"Marriage, you say."

Rormane responded without losing her smile.

"If it's not too presumptuous, may I know which fortunate person will take such a beautiful pure-blooded elf Vice Principal as his wife?"

"I thought you already knew?"

Rormane's eye twitched.

"Well, I'm quite dull... I can't quite figure it out."

"Then I'll tell you. The person who will be my partner is—"

"Let's get going now, Secretary General."

I cut off Ismera's words and stood up from my chair.

"You must have squeezed this visit into your busy schedule, and you're probably concerned about leaving the Order unattended for too long."

Rormane looked up at me and smiled.

"Am I making you uncomfortable?"

"You're asking uncomfortable questions."

"I belong to the Order."

Rormane said.

"I have no vested interest in this Special Mission Academy. I think it's inappropriate for someone like me to ask questions about the academy's operations or other matters. I can ask things I'm personally curious about."

"Likewise, because you're not our superior and have no vested interest, I can also ask you to refrain from such questions."

Rormane didn't answer but stared at me intently, and I met her gaze without flinching.

"Very well. Let's stop here."

After a moment, Rormane gave me a smiling glance.

"Thank you."

"I apologize for the sudden visit and any inconvenience."

Rormane turned to Kirrin and Ismera.

"I was curious about the place where Maya, the priest dispatched from the Order, works. I'm relieved to see it's better than I expected."

"Thank you..."

Kirrin bowed her head.

"Before I leave, I'd like to make one request."

"Wh-what is it?"

"I'd like to have some time to talk privately with Professor Dian, my old friend."

Rormane doesn't know that Kirrin and Ismera are aware of my past.

Despite that, seeing her speak so openly shows that Rormane hasn't changed in ten years.

Although she's become adept at maintaining social dignity after rising to a high position, her inner nature remains the same.

Anyway, I was also curious about what Rormane had in mind.

"Principal, Vice Principal. I'm sorry, but could you give us some privacy?"

At my request, Kirrin rose from her seat.

"Ismera! Hurry!"

She forcibly dragged Ismera, who was still glaring at Rormane without getting up, and they left the principal's office as if escaping.

Once we were alone, I sat back down in the chair and asked.

"Rormane. What's your deal?"

"What do you mean?"

"Why did you come here?"

"I came because I missed you, Dian."

Rormane answered lightly, as if there couldn't possibly be any other reason.

"I was going crazy missing you so much. But the Secretary General of the Order can't move around on personal whims. So I needed a pretext. Something grand like inspecting and encouraging the Royal Academy."

"That's not it."

Rormane smiled and tilted her head exaggeratedly.

"Then what?"

"You came because of the 'patient diary' that Priest Maya reported."

Rormane neither confirmed nor denied, just kept smiling.

"Did you think I wouldn't know?"

"Perhaps Celine told you some falsehood? That I ordered Maya to monitor you. Celine was always like that. Talking about her hunter's instinct while making innocent people look bad..."

"The other day, I found traces of Priest Maya sneaking into our house. Your persistent questioning of Ismera was all because of those records, wasn't it?"

Rormane's smile faltered.

"There were records about other women connected to me too, right? You saw those and came here with your eyes rolled back in anger?"

"Dian. What kind of person do you think I am?"

"What kind of person? Do I really need to say it out loud for you to know?"

"I see."

Rormane nodded slowly.

"You probably think I'm a crazy woman with an obsession."

"Just look at your behavior."

"You're right, Dian. I'm a woman crazy about you."

Rormane said with a smile.

"But is that a problem? Have I broken any laws? Have I betrayed human decency? I simply like you. I don't think it's right to be despised and ignored just for liking someone."

"Well said. Did you break any laws? Did you betray decency?"

I pointed directly at Rormane.

"During the war, you committed so many outrageous acts. Killing a captured succubus at will, deliberately drugging me to get me to accept your help, and many other minor incidents."

"Are you bringing up things from ten years ago now?"

"I could talk about yesterday too. Was it right to have Priest Maya investigate me? Please come to your senses, Rormane."

"Come to my senses?"

Rormane laughed.

"You really think I'm insane, don't you?"

"I don't think you're completely insane. Just in a comparable state regarding certain areas."

"I see. But there's a huge misunderstanding there. As always."

"If you're going to make the same excuses you did ten years ago, don't bother."

I raised my hand to stop Rormane from speaking.

"Rormane. Let me be frank. You have no right to meddle in my life."

"Of course, Dian."

"Who I meet or what I do is my business. Don't try to control that. This is a warning."

"How frightening."

"And you're no longer just an acolyte priest but the Secretary General of the Order. You know how to behave appropriately for your position, don't you?"

"Of course I do."

I sighed and leaned back against the chair.

This person is just letting my words go in one ear and out the other.

"Why haven't you changed at all?"

"The same goes for you, Dian."

Rormane smiled brightly.

"I saw earlier. The combat professors who were right behind the principal and vice principal during the tour. You ordered them to guard you, didn't you?"

"Yes."

"Were you afraid I might beat that pure-blooded elf to death like that succubus back then?"

"I couldn't think of any other reason why you'd come here."

"Is that so? Unfortunately, you're wrong, Dian. No, you're half right. I came because I was curious about what kind of woman Vice Principal Ismera is."

Rormane turned her gaze to the chair where Ismera had been sitting.

"Maya's patient diary, yes. I ordered it. I told her to record and report your every move. But it wasn't meant as surveillance."

"Did you have some noble purpose?"

"I was curious."

Rormane smiled with her eyes.

"I wanted to know how you were doing at the academy. Since I couldn't be by your side, I wanted to see through someone else's eyes. And Maya faithfully carried out my orders."

"And you expect me to believe that?"

"What will you do if you don't believe me?"

Rormane spread her arms slightly.

"It doesn't matter whether you believe me or not. Nothing changes. After all, you didn't trust me much even when you were in the special task force ten years ago, did you?"

"That's right. You're an untrustworthy child."

"That's fine then. By the way, I'm really glad I came here. Now I feel somewhat relieved."

Rormane changed the subject.

"That elf, Ismera. I like her. She's pretty, capable, and intelligent."

"What are you suddenly talking about, Rormane?"

"Plus, she's got backbone. I never imagined she would confront the Secretary General of the Order head-on."

Rormane's eye-smile grew wider.

"I, Rormane, have concluded that Vice Principal Ismera is fully qualified to be the partner of the real unsung hero Dian, who was overshadowed by Linus."

What the heck is this now?
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"Haha!"

I laughed loudly.

"What are you going on about? Why are you the one making that judgment?"

"It's nothing," Rormane conceded easily.

"As you said, I have no right to interfere in your life, Dian. That's correct. Who am I to do so?"

A smile slipped through Rormane's lips.

"But even so, couldn't I at least offer some minimal advice? There's value in having an objective third-party perspective."

I was so dumbfounded that I just stared at her silently, and Rormane continued.

"Marry Vice Principal Ismera, Dian. Someone of her caliber suits your status. A verified colleague is far better than some random person. At least she's been vetted."

"Well, that's true enough."

"She may be inexperienced with housework, but that's no problem since you have Olicia. And a capable woman like her shouldn't be confined to the home anyway."

She even knows about Olicia? Good grief.

"If Vice Principal Ismera had been an insignificant woman, I wouldn't have been able to tolerate it. But thankfully, she meets my approval as well."

"I'm relieved you approve. But honestly, I still don't understand your true intentions."

Rormane just smiled without asking anything, as if waiting for my next words.

"Is this really the end of it?"

"Of course. What else would there be?"

"It doesn't seem that way. What's your real angle here?"

"Angle? You're being too harsh. It's exactly as I just told you. I came to see with my own eyes whether Vice Principal Ismera is a suitable woman for you."

Rormane clasped her hands together dramatically.

"Dian, I've always wanted your happiness. That was true ten years ago, and it remains true now. Everything I've done until now has been solely for your happiness."

"Is that so? I'm not sure if that's the truth, and even if it is, it's rather creepy."

"Even if my methods were wrong, someday you'll have to acknowledge that my underlying feelings were sincere."

Smiling, Rormane unclasped her hands.

"Dian, it's fine if you doubt me. You can consider me a mentally unstable woman, or condemn me as a snake who spouts nothing but lies and excuses. How you see me doesn't matter at all. However."

Rormane reached out her hand.

"However, the fact that I only wish for your happiness is absolutely certain."

She gripped my hand tightly.

"If someone can make you happy, I'm fine with it not being me. Just watching you live happily will be enough to make me happy too."

"I see. Thank you."

I pried her hand off as I spoke.

"So now I don't have to worry about you suddenly pulling an axe or knife from your clothes and butchering Ismera?"

"Of course not. That was just an unfounded concern."

"And I no longer need to worry about Priest Maya continuing to investigate me?"

"That won't do."

Rormane's expression turned cold.

"Maya will continue writing patient records. Dian, won't you grant me that small concession? It won't cause any trouble in your life."

"But it was those patient records that brought you here."

"Do you consider my coming here a nuisance?"

"I'm concerned that you might not be able to control yourself and cause trouble. And if, just hypothetically, things between Ismera and me start to go wrong, is there any guarantee you'll stay out of it?"

"I see... So I am a burden to you..."

Rormane nodded with shadows falling across her face.

"I understand. I'll tell Maya to focus solely on her duties as a medical priest at the infirmary."

"Thank you."

"I should go now. Since my presence is nothing but a burden to you."

Rormane stood up and walked to the door.

"Come, Dian. You should see me out."

"Rormane."

"Enough."

With her hand on the doorknob, Rormane spoke firmly.

"That's enough. I've achieved my purpose, and you can rest easy. Let's end this on good terms."

After looking at Rormane for a moment, I nodded slightly.

"Fine. Understood."

# # # # #

When I went outside with Rormane, a carriage was waiting in front of the main building entrance.

Kirrin and Ismera, who had gone out ahead, were standing with other priests waiting for us.

"Thank you again for your hospitality."

"It was an honor to receive the Secretary General."

Kirrin bowed her head and shook hands with Rormane.

"Vice Principal Ismera."

Next, Rormane took Ismera's hand and said:

"Be happy."

"Pardon...? Oh, yes... Thank you."

"It would be quite troublesome if you weren't."

Ismera swallowed nervously as Rormane's face momentarily hardened.

"Head Professor of Combat."

Finally, Rormane shook my hand and smiled.

"When might I see you again?"

"Who knows? The position of Secretary General is such an important role, after all."

"Then perhaps I'll see you again only if I'm excommunicated and expelled from the Order."

The priests standing behind us were startled.

"That was a joke."

Rormane smiled as she stepped onto the carriage steps.

"Ah, well then."

Just before boarding the carriage, Rormane turned back to me.

"Since this is a farewell with no promise of reunion, would you give me a hug as a parting gift? Of course, that's a joke too."

The priests were shocked, and Rormane laughed again.

"I'll be going now. I wish you all the best."

As Rormane boarded the carriage, the priests hurriedly climbed into the carriage behind hers.

"Maya, would you escort me back to the Order?"

From the carriage, Rormane looked down at Maya and asked.

Maya turned to look at Kirrin.

"Go ahead! Hurry!"

Kirrin pushed Maya's back.

"Goodbye, everyone."

With Rormane's farewell, the door closed and the carriage departed.

"Whew, finally gone..."

Only after all the carriages had passed through the academy gates did Kirrin wipe the sweat from her forehead with a deep sigh.

"I thought priests were supposed to be kind and warm-hearted, but she was terrifying and intense. I could barely breathe."

"Indeed..."

Even Ismera, who had boldly confronted Rormane indirectly, seemed intimidated, with beads of sweat forming on the bridge of her nose.

"Good job, both of you. Today would have been really difficult without you two."

Kirrin patted Ismera's and my shoulders with a broad smile.

Instead of responding, I gazed thoughtfully at the departing carriages.

Rormane... what are you really thinking?

# # # # #

Inside the carriage heading to the Order.

Rormane rested her chin on her hand, looking out the window and thinking about that time.

The day she first met Dian.

That meeting had turned her miserable life upside down.

That day was bitterly cold.

Even someone who believes winter should naturally be cold would completely change their mind if they came here.

This was Gauni Village, a small settlement located at the edge of the northern mountain range of the Empire.

Situated in a valley, cold air constantly flowed in but couldn't escape due to the terrain.

The cold was so fierce that there was a legend about villagers driving away monsters by beating them with frozen laundry used as clubs.

In a shabby shrine located in such a village.

The door opened, and a young girl walked out with hurried steps.

The girl's hair was reddish-brown.

It was a distinctive color that contrasted with both the snow-covered village, which was entirely white, and the dark purple priest's robe she wore.

In her hand was a chamber pot that the presiding priest had used during the night.

Emptying it and washing it clean with snow was the beginning of the young acolyte priest's daily routine.

Just as the young priest had emptied the pot's contents behind a snow-covered bush and turned around, she discovered someone standing right in front of her.

"Are you the acolyte priest Rormane?"

A tall man with brown shaggy hair and a fur cloak was looking down at her.

Behind him was a man with blond hair and blue eyes.

Rormane looked up at the man in surprise, unable to say anything.

Gauni Village was a valley within valleys, and visitors from outside were rare.

Moreover, on a winter day with biting winds like today, even fellow villagers rarely encountered each other outside.

"Acolyte Priest Rormane. Is that you?"

When Rormane didn't answer, the brown-haired man asked again.

Suddenly, Rormane realized she was holding a dirty chamber pot in her hands.

Hiding it behind her back, she asked in a timid voice:

"Y-yes, I am Rormane... But who are you...?"

"I'm Dian. This is Linus. We're from the Imperial Castle."

"From the Imperial Castle...?"

"It's a long story. Let's go to the shrine first. It's freezing out here."

"Ah, yes... This way..."

As the man called Dian said, it was so cold outside that ice would form on your eyelashes if you stood still for just a moment.

And above all, Rormane was so curious about these men who claimed to be from the Imperial Castle that she hurriedly guided them to the shrine.

"Whew, that's better."

Dian and Linus entered the building, removed their fur cloaks, and sat down in front of the fireplace as Rormane suggested.

"I nearly froze to death out there."

"That's why I suggested we wait until the blizzard stopped."

As Dian grumbled, Linus smiled gently and replied.

"I was too impatient to just sit around waiting."

Dian retorted, then looked at Rormane.

"Sit down. We have something to discuss with you."

"Ah, um... I'm just an acolyte priest... I should bring the presiding priest..."

"We don't need the presiding priest. Our business is with you."

"Me...? You came from the Imperial Castle for me...?"

Rormane was so surprised that she fidgeted, not knowing what to do.

"But the presiding priest is here..."

"Not necessary. He's probably just some old man filling in for the previous priest, right?"

Rormane hesitated, neither confirming nor denying Dian's words.

Dian was right—the current presiding priest was an old priest who had come to fill the vacancy after the previous one was transferred to the Order's headquarters.

He was a listless old man with no interest in advancement and tired of preaching the teachings of the goddess.

Not all priests in the Order were the same.

The closer one was to the capital where the Order's headquarters was located, the faster one could advance, and the farther away, the more distant one became from the path to success.

The previous presiding priest had moved to the Order's headquarters with heaven's help, but that was truly a case of divine intervention.

Priests without money, connections, ability, or noble birth had to spend their entire lives as low-ranking priests in remote places like Gauni Village.

The current presiding priest was like that, and so was Rormane.

"So sit down. Your future is yours to decide. Don't worry about anyone else."

At Dian's words, Rormane hesitantly sat down in the chair.

Ch.146 - Lormane's Academy Visit (12)
The Presiding Priest was snoring away and wouldn't wake up even if someone tried to rouse him.

"Acolyte Priest Rormane."

As Rormane sat down, Linus began to speak.

"Have you heard anything about how the war is progressing?"

"No... I don't really know... This place is so remote that even the Demon King's army isn't interested in it, so we don't get any news like that..."

"I see. Currently, the Human Alliance is being pushed back. Not long ago, they barely managed to prevent the Demon King's army from invading the Empire's capital."

"The c-capital...?!"

Rormane covered her mouth in shock at the devastating news.

She knew war had broken out. The regular supplies from the Order's headquarters had stopped coming.

Because of this, Rormane was struggling to maintain the temple, relying on sporadic monthly deliveries and the goodwill of the villagers.

"Yes. Without some extraordinary change, the current sentiment is that the Human Alliance will be defeated by the Demon King's army in a major offensive next spring."

"I had no idea... So there's no hope?"

"That's not necessarily true. Recently, a priest received an oracle."

"An oracle...?"

"If the oracle is true, then it will be the Human Alliance, not the Demon King's army, that triumphs next year. That's why we've come here—to take you with us, Priest Rormane."

Linus made his proposal to Rormane, who was staring blankly in confusion.

"Come with us."

"I don't quite understand..."

After remaining silent for a while, Rormane looked back and forth between Linus and Dian before asking:

"From what you've said, it sounds as if my simply going to the Imperial Castle would make the oracle come true and help us win the war..."

"That's right. That's exactly what will happen."

"What?!"

Rormane jumped up from her chair.

"How can you say such things?! I'm just an Acolyte Priest. I joined the Order because I can use holy power, but all I do is menial chores in this mountain village. Did you really come all this way to make such a joke...?"

"I wouldn't travel through a blizzard just to make such a joke. It's not me saying this, but my friend here."

Linus pointed at Dian with his thumb.

"This friend has the ability to see the future, and he says that Priest Rormane is essential to our victory in the war."

"The ability to see the future...?"

"How many times do I have to tell you I don't have such an ability, Linus."

"In any case, that's how it is, Priest," Linus continued, pretending not to hear Dian.

"Based on the oracle and Dian's ability, you must play a major role in the war, Priest Rormane."

"Hmm... Perhaps you should first tell me what I'm supposed to do if I go with you..."

"You will kill the Demon King."

Rormane pressed her lips tightly together.

She was an Acolyte Priest with nothing to her name, assigned to this remote corner of nowhere, emptying the Presiding Priest's chamber pot.

And now, suddenly, people from the Imperial Castle were telling her to join the war and kill the Demon King.

This situation was so absurd it would be difficult to even dream up.

"Perhaps I should bring the Presiding Priest so we can discuss this again..."

"That won't be necessary."

As Rormane started to rise hesitantly from her chair, Dian spoke up.

"Let's cut to the chase."

Pointing at Rormane, Dian said bluntly:

"Come with us."

"Dian. You can't just be so forceful."

"We don't have time for careful persuasion. We're short on time if we need to recruit the other two as well."

"There are others besides me...?"

"Yes. The two of us, you, and two more. Five people in total."

Dian spread out all five fingers.

"Do you know why five people?"

"Well, I'm not sure...?"

"The oracle that five humans will gather to kill the Demon King and end the war. Don't you know about it?"

"An oracle...? What do you mean?"

Rormane tilted her head in genuine confusion.

What Dian had just said was actually something Rormane knew about.

Not long ago, Rormane had a dream.

A bright light appeared, along with the figure of a woman several meters tall who placed her hand on Rormane's head and said those very words.

When Rormane woke up, she reported it to the previous Presiding Priest, who told her it was a very ominous and wicked dream.

The woman of such height was surely an otherworldly being trying to bewitch a mentally weak Acolyte Priest. He had warned her not to tell anyone, threatening her with excommunication.

After hearing Rormane's explanation, Dian turned to Linus.

"See, Linus? I told you. That bastard was lying."

"Indeed... To claim someone else's oracle as his own..."

Rormane couldn't understand the conversation passing between Dian and Linus.

"Oracle? What are you talking about? The previous Presiding Priest clearly..."

"Do you really not know anything?"

Rormane slowly nodded at Dian's question.

"Your previous Presiding Priest is now in the Imperial Castle. He intercepted the oracle you received and became a false Oracle Priest."

"What...? But the previous Presiding Priest was recognized for his theological thesis that he had been writing..."

"If he had such abilities, why would someone like that be stuck in a place like this for so long?"

Rormane fell silent.

"He wouldn't have come to a place like this in the first place, right? It doesn't make sense, does it?"

"Oh, then you mean..."

"You're the real Oracle Priest. Your previous Presiding Priest deceived you in your innocence."

"Oh... um... oh..."

Rormane's eyes trembled violently.

"Priest Rormane."

Linus spoke.

"That dream you had—it was a divine revelation. Right now, the Imperial Castle is establishing the Demon King Assassination Task Force consisting of five people, according to the oracle. We were ordered to find suitable candidates, which is why we came all this way."

"So among those five people..."

"You are included, Priest Rormane. How could the person who received the oracle that led to the creation of the Demon King Assassination Task Force not be part of it?"

"And what's abnormal needs to be normalized."

Dian interjected.

"Aren't you indignant? The one who should have stayed here is making a big fuss in the Imperial Castle, while you, who should be receiving proper treatment in the Imperial Castle, are rotting away here."

"That's..."

"Come with us, Rormane. You don't belong here."

Rormane kept her mouth shut, not readily answering.

"I appreciate what you're saying... but..."

After a moment, Rormane spoke with difficulty.

"But it's too sudden for me to accept. Killing the Demon King sounds frightening..."

Rormane stood up from her chair.

"I'll bring the Presiding Priest."

"Priest Rormane, the most important thing is your—"

"Talk to him."

Rormane cut off Linus's words as she walked toward the door.

"Fine. Call the Presiding Priest."

Dian said, crossing his legs.

"So, if the Presiding Priest tells you not to go, you won't?"

Rormane stopped in her tracks as she was heading for the door.

"When the previous priest told you to keep quiet about your oracle, you did. How did that turn out?"

"I didn't know then..."

"Now you do. So don't make the same mistake twice. Don't let someone else decide your life and future."

"And what about you?"

Rormane turned around.

"Aren't you also trying to decide my future by coming here?"

"We didn't do that. We simply presented you with a good offer and asked for your opinion. But instead of saying yes or no yourself, you keep insisting on bringing the Presiding Priest. We want to hear what you really think."

Rormane said nothing and stared at Dian.

Then she turned back toward the door.

"Do you want to spend your whole life cleaning chamber pots?"

Rormane's hand froze in mid-air as she reached for the doorknob.

"Do you want to repeat the same day thousands and tens of thousands of times, starting each morning by emptying someone else's chamber pot?"

"It's not a worthless job. Someone has to do it."

"True. If that's what you really think, that's fine. But then why didn't you just kick us out from the beginning, telling us not to talk nonsense?"

"That's..."

Rormane was at a loss for words.

"If you come with us, your life will be different from what it is now. I can't promise whether it will be better or worse. But could it really get any worse than it is now?"

Dian's gaze shifted to Rormane's hands.

They were white, chapped, and rough from the harsh winter wind and endless labor.

"I don't think so."

Rormane lowered her head.

"If you back away because you're scared, nothing will change, Rormane."

Dian spoke to Rormane's turned back.

"Don't passively accept the misery others force on you bit by bit. Instead, take control and swallow your misfortune whole by your own will."

Rormane remained silent, her hand still on the doorknob.

Linus, who had been watching, carefully spoke up.

"This friend of mine may have spoken somewhat harshly, but I believe his meaning was conveyed clearly, Priest. So..."

Before Linus could finish, Rormane opened the door and went outside.

"Dian. I've always told you."

Linus turned to Dian as the door closed.

"You shouldn't speak so harshly. The same meaning can be received differently depending on a person's mood."

"You spoke that way and she didn't budge. She's incapable of making decisions on her own right now."

Linus looked at the door with worried eyes.

"The Presiding Priest will surely object. Why would he let someone who takes care of him leave?"

"If that's his intention to keep her here, then he deserves a beating. There's nothing more despicable than an old person holding back a young one."

"That may be true, but even if that happens, we can't resort to violence, Dian."

Just then, the door opened again and Rormane entered.

She was wearing a thick winter coat, fur boots, and had a bag slung over her shoulder.

"Let's go."

Dian and Linus stared blankly at Rormane, surprised by her unexpected appearance.

"What are you doing? We need to leave before the Presiding Priest wakes up. Otherwise, I might never be able to leave."

"Y-yes, let's hurry. Get up, Dian."

"Yeah, let's go, let's go."

As Linus tapped his shoulder, Dian quickly got up and pushed Rormane's back as they left the temple.

And so Rormane set off for the Imperial Castle with Linus and Dian.

Ch.147 - Lormane's Academy Visit (13)
Just as Dian and Linus arrived at the Imperial Castle with Rormane, the Emperor was in the underground command center, raging at his assembled generals.

"Bring the commander of the 3rd Legion here and behead him immediately! Now!!"

The Emperor slammed his fist on the map table, spittle flying from his mouth.

His fury stemmed from the 2nd Princess, commander of the 3rd Legion, disobeying orders—or more precisely, not moving her troops according to the Imperial Castle's operational commands.

To be even more accurate and objective, as the field commander, she had exercised appropriate judgment and deployed her forces flexibly in response to the castle's unreasonable orders.

The Emperor, nearly losing his mind, accused the 2nd Princess of betrayal, claiming she was turning her legion around to stage a coup.

Despite the Emperor's rage, none of the generals around the table issued orders to arrest the 2nd Princess.

They all knew the Emperor wasn't in his right mind. Ever since the Demon King's main forces had advanced to the doorstep of the capital, Kalvasar, the Emperor had completely lost his senses to fear.

He had always been a greedy, suspicious old man with hopelessly incompetent war leadership skills. Despite countless intelligence reports about suspicious demon activities long before the war broke out, he had taken no action.

Now he was hindering effective military operations while treating all capable generals as potential internal enemies, looking for any excuse to persecute them.

Chief among his targets was the 2nd Princess, born of a concubine. Unlike himself, she was brave and competent—qualities the Emperor hated, despised, and feared. He constantly tried to frame her for treason.

If not for the achievements of the 3rd Legion under the 2nd Princess and the commoner-born generals who followed her, the Empire and the Human Alliance would have collapsed long ago.

"You fools! Why is no one moving? I said bring the 3rd Legion commander here at once!"

As the Emperor grew more furious at the generals' lack of response, the command center door opened, and Dian, Linus, and Rormane entered.

"Your Majesty, the members of the Demon King Assassination Task Force you requested—"

"Perfect timing! I have a new mission for you! Go and arrest the 3rd Legion commander immediately!"

"Pardon...?"

As Linus looked bewildered, one of the generals quietly shook his head.

"Your Majesty, perhaps we should hear their report first," another general interjected.

"The formation of the Demon King Assassination Task Force is a matter of greater importance than the punishment of the 3rd Legion commander. It's a crucial undertaking that will determine the fate of the continent."

The Emperor, somewhat calmed, sat down with a slightly softened attitude.

"Report."

"We've recruited the third member for the task force. This is Rormane, an Acolyte Priest from the Order."

At the mention of "Acolyte Priest," the generals murmured among themselves, exchanging glances.

"An Acolyte Priest? What's the meaning of this? She can't even properly use holy power!"

Rormane's shoulders hunched under the generals' scrutiny.

"You fool! Do you think this war is some kind of joke?" the Emperor shouted, his anger flaring again.

"An Acolyte Priest for the critical mission of assassinating the Demon King! And a young girl at that! This is preposterous!"

"Your Majesty, please hear us out. This priest is an Oracle Priest."

"Oracle Priest?"

Some generals brightened, half-rising from their chairs.

"Has there been a new oracle? The Goddess hasn't abandoned us after all!"

"Not a new oracle. The oracle commanding the creation of the Demon King Assassination Task Force—Rormane here is the one who actually received it."

"What?!"

The generals were shocked by this thunderbolt announcement, and the Emperor grew even more enraged.

"What nonsense is this? Are you saying two priests received the oracle simultaneously?"

"No, that's not it. The existing Oracle Priest is a fraud. He was this Acolyte's Presiding Priest who stole the revelation when he heard she had received divine guidance in a dream, claiming it as his own."

At Linus's signal, Dian left the command center and returned dragging in a man.

Both his eyes were bruised dark blue, and his front teeth were completely knocked out. His head was caked with dried blood, and he was filthy with dirt and blood all over.

He was a middle-aged male priest—Rormane's former Presiding Priest who had stolen the oracle.

"Speak up, you bastard."

When Dian struck the back of his head, the priest immediately threw himself to the floor and cried out.

"It's true! I deceived everyone! It wasn't me—this child is the real Oracle Priest!"

A cold silence fell over the command center at this absurd situation.

Breaking the silence, Linus calmly explained everything step by step.

"Isn't that right, Priestess Rormane?"

"Y-yes... I... I received the oracle..."

When Rormane confirmed this, the generals closed their mouths firmly and turned their gaze to the Emperor.

The Emperor stammered, pointing his finger at Rormane.

"This child... is the original Oracle Priest...?"

"Yes. Therefore, Your Majesty, please grant permission for Priestess Rormane to join the Demon King Assassination Task Force."

"That's impossible!"

The Emperor shouted decisively.

"How can we know she truly received an oracle based on one testimony? And besides!"

The Emperor pointed at Rormane.

"Even if she is an Oracle Priest, she's just a young Acolyte! What power could she possibly have? If you really need a priest, I'll assign an experienced bishop-level priest from the Order!"

At the Emperor's outburst, Rormane became extremely intimidated and lowered her head.

Only now did Rormane regret leaving the temple, swayed by these people's words.

Yes, that's right. So what if I'm an Oracle Priest? I'm nothing but an Acolyte.

Even if I saw it in my dream, how many high-ranking officials would actually believe me...

Do I have to return to Gauni Village like this...

Overwhelmed by deep frustration and despair, Rormane bit her lip to hold back tears that threatened to spill.

"What nonsense is this!"

Dian, who had been quiet until now, strode forward.

"Dian! What are you doing!"

"Shut up!"

Shaking off Linus's hand, Dian pointed his finger at the Emperor.

"If we don't include the priest who received the oracle to create the Demon King Assassination Task Force, then who exactly should we include?!"

"Even so, she's just a young Acolyte!"

"Was that bishop-level priest you mentioned a bishop from the beginning? This child was chosen by the Goddess! Her potential is limitless!"

Dian slammed his fist on the table, breaking its corner.

"This madman?! How dare he!"

As the table broke, several generals moved to intervene.

But they couldn't.

Because Dian's left hand had slid onto his sword hilt.

To draw a sword, one must use the right hand. Placing the left hand on the hilt has no practical meaning.

But seeing this, the generals swallowed dryly and exchanged anxious glances.

"Let's be reasonable."

When Dian spoke, the generals flinched.

"This child will fight alongside us, not Your Majesty. So please defer to our judgment completely."

The Emperor didn't answer.

Not because he didn't want to, but because his mouth had frozen.

Lately, the Emperor had been constantly changing his sleeping quarters to guard against assassination attempts by the Demon King's forces.

But while focusing on external threats, he had overlooked the internal danger.

These men.

How many demons had they killed and how many legion commanders had they assassinated?

These men could easily slip past the Imperial Guard and magical barriers to slit his throat without making a sound!

It was obvious he shouldn't create conflict with them right now...

"Very well."

The Emperor swallowed hard and displayed a servile smile, showing his palms.

"If you insist so strongly, I have no choice."

"A wise decision."

As the Emperor backed down, Dian placed his hand on Rormane's shoulder.

"It's settled now. You'll be with us from now on."

"Yes..."

Looking up at Dian, Rormane finally burst into tears she had been holding back.

This person... fought the Emperor for me...

That was probably when it began—Rormane's affection and eventual obsession with Dian.

And so Rormane became the third member of the Demon King Assassination Task Force.

Without time to catch her breath, Rormane embarked on the journey to find the fourth member.

The fourth target was Celine, a hunter from the northern nomadic tribes.

Linus expressed considerable concern about this. Long ago, the first Emperor had formed alliances with various powers to expand the Empire's territory, only to betray them later.

The northern nomadic tribes were among those betrayed by the first Emperor and driven to the barren north.

Their hatred for the Empire was deeply ingrained, passed down through generations.

So when the group first entered nomadic territory, they were greeted by a rain of arrows.

If Rormane hadn't awakened and deployed a holy barrier at that moment, they would all have died like porcupines.

This was the first barrier she had ever created in her life.

"Well done, Rormane! You truly are an Oracle Priest! I knew you could do it!"

Dian was overjoyed, so much so that he lifted Rormane and spun her around.

"I'm getting dizzy..."

Despite her protest, Rormane was secretly pleased.

Throughout their journey north, Dian had worked tirelessly to help Rormane manifest her holy power.

He deliberately pitted her against monsters in one-on-one fights and sought advice from every priest they encountered along the way.

Linus cautioned against pushing her too hard, given her youth and inexperience, but Dian was adamant.

Until then, she had never succeeded and worried she might disappoint Dian and be sent back to Gauni Village.

But now she had finally succeeded, and her savior Dian was so pleased—how could Rormane not feel happy?

After successfully recruiting Celine, their next target was Kaiden, a reclusive mage.

He was a mad magician obsessed with extreme and destructive attack magic. While rumors about him abounded, no one truly knew him.

This was because not a single person who had approached his secret dwelling had ever returned.

Going to meet such a dangerous person...? Would my holy barrier withstand his magic...?

Though terrified, Rormane didn't back down.

"I believe in you again, Rormane. Protect us with your powerful holy power!"

She was determined to live up to Dian's trust in her.

I'll definitely protect you...!

Ch.148 - Lormane's Academy Visit (14)
After many twists and turns, they finally succeeded in recruiting Kaiden, the fifth member, and the Demon King Assassination Task Force was officially established.

From now on, only a journey remained where everything would be staked on the sole objective of killing the Demon King.

Rormane was tense.

Not because she feared the difficult future awaiting her.

She was afraid of making mistakes or lacking the capability to meet Dian's expectations and disappointing him.

Dian was Rormane's savior who rescued her from a bleak reality.

For Dian, Rormane was prepared to do anything.

Originally, priests were supposed to serve only God, but that didn't apply to Rormane at all.

Lord Dian saved me.

But what has God ever done for me? Nothing.

So Lord Dian is my personal god, and I am his devotee.

Serving one's god is the basic duty of a cleric.

Rormane worked hard.

She was diligent in combat and also made efforts outside of battle.

"Rormane... what is all this...?"

"I washed them all clean for you, Lord Dian. So you wouldn't have to trouble yourself."

When Dian discovered a pile of his underwear stuffed in her bag.

Rormane thought Dian would surely thank her and praise her for doing well.

However.

"Don't do things like this."

"What?"

"I'll take care of my own underwear. No wonder I couldn't find them anywhere..."

Dian, with an embarrassed expression, began hastily stuffing the underwear scattered on the floor back into his bag.

Strange. I did this for Lord Dian, so why is he reacting like that?

"I don't understand, Kaiden."

That night, while camping, Rormane confided in Kaiden.

Kaiden was a man of few words, serious, and a good listener, so Rormane often sought his advice for her troubles.

"I clearly did well, just as you said, but did I do something wrong?"

"You didn't do anything wrong, Lady Rormane."

Kaiden replied in a gentle voice.

"Lord Dian was embarrassed. Anyone would react the same way if someone else handled their dirty underwear."

"I see..."

"So don't give up, Lady Rormane. Someday, Lord Dian will surely recognize your sincerity."

"Thank you, Kaiden."

Rormane smiled.

"Talking with you always makes me feel like my problems are solved."

"I'm glad. But Lady Rormane, please remember one thing."

Kaiden raised a finger while smiling with his eyes.

"You must never confess to Lord Dian first. If he accepts a confession from you, a priestess, he would feel extreme pressure and inevitably grow more distant."

"Yes, I understand. I'll always be careful, as you advised. Thank you so much."

In this way, Kaiden helped Rormane a lot as she yearned for Dian's affection.

"Lady Rormane, why don't you make a revitalizing elixir for Lord Dian?"

"That's a good idea, Kaiden."

As a priestess, Rormane knew how to make basic healing potions.

She carefully crafted an elixir and secretly mixed it into Dian's meal, planning to surprise him later.

"Kuhak...!"

For some inexplicable reason, Dian became paralyzed during battle after consuming it and nearly lost his life!

"Rormane! Explain yourself!"

Rormane prostrated herself on the ground before Linus, who was furious to the point of exploding.

"What did you feed Dian?!"

"A-a-a healing potion... just... a simple healing potion..."

"Since when does a simple healing potion cause total paralysis?!"

"I'm sorry... I was only trying to help Lord Dian... I don't know what went wrong..."

"Linus. That's enough."

Dian, lying on the ground, stopped Linus.

"I didn't die, so it's fine. Besides, Rormane's divine healing eventually cured the paralysis."

Linus looked at Dian once and sighed deeply.

"Rormane. I hope something like this never happens again."

"I'm sorry..."

Rormane had no idea how this had happened.

What she made was the most basic healing potion. The recipe was so simple that mistakes should have been impossible, yet somehow...

Things continued to go wrong after that.

Though everything she did was for Dian, for some reason, her efforts kept backfiring.

As this continued, Rormane grew increasingly desperate.

Anxiety and obsession raised their heads in her mind, and as time passed, Rormane's mental state deteriorated.

And then, some time later.

The Demon King Assassination Task Force captured a high-ranking succubus and was transporting her to the rear command post.

Because succubi could use powerful techniques to seduce men, they blindfolded her, gagged her, and bound her hands and feet.

"Rormane. Celine. I'm counting on you."

Even that wasn't enough, so the succubus was entirely managed by women.

Even during camp, the succubus was kept bound on the women's side.

"So they can make men lose their minds?"

Rormane muttered while standing guard next to the succubus.

"I wish I had that ability. Then Lord Dian would like me without all this struggle."

[What a lustful priestess you are.]

Startled by the sudden voice, Rormane looked at the succubus in shock.

Amazingly, the succubus's blindfold and gag were both removed!

"W-what...?!"

[Wearing priestess robes yet in heat for a male. How ridiculously amusing.]

The succubus rolled her vertically slit, ominous crimson pupils and smiled widely, showing her teeth. It was a terribly beautiful and chilling smile.

[I've been watching everything. How you drip between your legs, desperately stomping your feet, begging to be taken.]

Rormane, meeting the succubus's eyes, felt suffocated and couldn't do anything.

[You want to use seduction? Want to know how? Planning to use it on that male?]

A finger with long nails pointed at Dian, who was sleeping across the campfire.

[Then I'll show you. I'll even show you how to mate with him. Hehehehehehehehe.]

The succubus rose smoothly, letting out laughter that made Rormane's hair stand on end.

What? Seduce Lord Dian? And what else?!

That absolutely cannot happen!

With crazed eyes, Rormane drew her defensive dagger and stabbed the succubus in the back.

Die! Die! Die! How dare you! Lord Dian! Lord Dian!

After butchering the succubus, Rormane staggered toward Dian.

"Lord Dian. Lord Dian. Wake up."

Dian opened his eyes and jumped up when he saw the blood-covered Rormane.

"What happened to you?! What's going on?!"

"That woman tried to seduce you, so I took care of it."

Rormane pointed at the succubus with her dagger, from which blood dripped.

"Gasp!"

Dian inhaled sharply when he saw the dead succubus.

"You, what have you done..."

"Now you're safe, Lord Dian. I did this for you."

"What are you saying?!"

Dian shouted.

"Seduction?! Get a hold of yourself!"

Strange... Why is he angry...?

I clearly did this to protect Lord Dian...

"Kyaaaah! Linus! Linus!"

Celine, awakened by the noise, screamed.

"What's going on here? Please explain."

Linus, having assessed the situation, approached Rormane.

"The succubus was taunting me with her filthy tongue and tried to seduce Lord Dian. So... so I... um..."

Rormane's mouth froze as she looked back at the succubus.

The dead succubus was still blindfolded and gagged. Her hands and feet were tied with ropes attached to a tree.

"But... she definitely spoke... she definitely stood up..."

Rormane said shakily.

"She definitely did... so I tried to save Lord Dian... I did it for Lord Dian... I didn't want Lord Dian to be in danger... I was protecting Lord Dian with my dagger like this... um..."

Rormane, rambling incoherently, noticed Dian's gaze and shut her mouth.

The look in Dian's eyes at that moment was something she could never forget even after ten years...

Rormane snapped out of her reminiscence and returned to the present.

"Maya."

"Yes, Secretary General."

Maya, sitting across from her, responded.

"From now on, you don't need to write patient records about Professor Dian anymore."

"Is there a specific reason?"

"There is. Professor Dian doesn't like it."

"Understood."

Maya complied without hesitation.

With that, Rormane fell silent.

The reason Rormane came to the Academy was as Dian had guessed.

It was because she had seen the patient records written by Maya.

According to Maya's records, Dian was involved with various women at the Academy.

However, Rormane didn't believe it at face value.

Maya was a little priestess who had grown up in the Order since she was very young.

She didn't understand romantic relationships between men and women.

So she tended to interpret any close interaction or conversation between a man and woman as a romantic relationship.

Therefore, Rormane ignored the previous records and focused on the pure-blooded elf Ismera mentioned on the last page.

The rest were merely friendly relationships. This elf was the real one.

Rormane was curious.

What kind of person was this elf? Was she worthy of Lord Dian?

And how did Lord Dian feel about her now, after ten years?

To answer these two questions, Rormane made a special visit to the Special Mission Academy.

After intensely analyzing Ismera at the Academy, Rormane thought: This woman is truly worthy.

Though their meeting was brief, Rormane could tell.

And then she confirmed how Dian looked at her.

As she had somewhat expected, Dian was wary of Rormane.

Well, there were those incidents ten years ago, and they hadn't seen each other since.

From Lord Dian's perspective, the events from ten years ago must feel like they happened just yesterday.

Could she change Lord Dian's heart now?

It would probably be difficult. He already had the elf Ismera by his side.

And even if she could change his heart, what would be the point?

Rormane was the Secretary General of the Order. Unlike ten years ago, she could no longer leave the Order as she pleased.

Dian still disliked her, she couldn't remove her priestess robes, and there was this excellent woman named Ismera.

Given the situation, Rormane decided it would be better to help Dian and Ismera get together.

Better for Dian to be definitively happy than to cling to slim chances.

Rormane had tried hard to make Dian happy and failed repeatedly.

As a result, Dian came to despise Rormane, but she didn't mind.

If I can make Lord Dian happy, it doesn't matter if it's not with me.

I'm happy just seeing Lord Dian happy.

Because Lord Dian is like a god to me.

No, perhaps even more than a god.

While God merely makes empty promises to save the world someday, Dian had already saved Rormane.

But I'm not the woman who deserves Lord Dian.

No matter how much I desire and try to have him, I can never reach him.

Lord Dian needs someone more normal and ordinary by his side.

Vice Principal Ismera seems to be the most suitable... suitable...

"Uhuhuhu..."

Rormane lowered her head and wept.

"Always be happy... I'll pray for that all my life..."

Maya, sitting across from her, silently watched as Rormane sobbed with trembling shoulders.

Ch.BONUS - Let's go. To where Lady Dian awaits.
Illusion Magic Tower.

Kaiden slowly opened his eyes and sat up in bed.

"Where are you going?"

Dian, lying beside him, asked.

"The Academy."

"Don't go."

Another naked Dian at the foot of the bed spoke.

"Stay here."

This time, it was Dian at the headboard.

"Don't abandon us."

Dian, who was lying face down near his waist, grabbed Kaiden's wrist.

"I'll make you happy."

"I can give you anything you want."

"You'll never get tired of me, every day."

The numerous Dians entangled with Kaiden each spoke in turn.

"Silence."

When Kaiden raised his hand, the Dians froze and crumbled like sand.

Stepping on the scattered remains on the floor, Kaiden went to the closet and put on his usual black robe.

As Kaiden walked out into the hallway, the room and corridor behind him began to melt away like watercolor paint.

All the illusions he had created over the past ten years collapsed and disappeared into nothingness.

His creations were so magnificent that they made the achievements accumulated over the thousand years since the school's founding look like garbage.

The old men of the magical order would foam at the mouth and faint, but that wasn't his concern.

This place held no value for him anymore.

So it was time to go. To where the real Dian was.

This time, I won't let you slip away.
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After the momentous event of the Secretary General's visit, the Academy returned to its daily routine.

Though "routine" might be an understatement, as these days were far busier than usual.

The end-of-term evaluations and summer vacation were just around the corner.

While end-of-term evaluations happened twice a year on a regular schedule, this year was different.

The difference was the normalization of the Combat Department.

Previously, all evaluations had been written tests, but starting from this semester's finals, practical assessments would be added.

Without any previous test materials to reference, they had to build everything from scratch, forcing the Combat Department into unexpected overtime work.

"Overtime? We're not the Theory Department!"

Professor Kazadar, the dwarf, slammed his fist on the desk in anger, sending stationery clattering to the floor.

"Don't complain. This is how things should have been all along," said Felimina as she picked up the fallen pencils.

"It's unthinkable for students to graduate without a single practical assessment. So stop grumbling and get to work."

"This is unbearable! Hey, Brogue! Let's go!"

Kazadar made a gesture as if smoking, and the orc professor Brogue happily stood up and stomped out with thundering footsteps.

"What a scene," Professor Waver laughed, reaching out to steady items on his desk as it shook from Brogue and Kazadar's hasty exit.

"Still, it's nice to have everyone working together again after so long."

"Indeed. And enjoying these delicious snacks too," Orendi replied while eating a dessert.

"Has anyone seen the Head Professor?"

Just then, the door opened and Professor Lina entered.

"I went to have my evaluation questions reviewed, but he wasn't there."

"Hmm? I'm not sure. I think I heard him mention stepping out briefly earlier."

"I see..." Lina looked dejected.

Today, Lina had deliberately worn those undergarments from before.

With the upcoming evaluations keeping everyone busy and vacation soon after, she wouldn't see Head Professor Dian for a while.

She had intended to make her move now.

From what she could tell, Professor Dian didn't seem to have any particular relationships with women, so the first to act would be the winner.

During her active duty days, Lina had specialized in infiltration, persistently exploiting any opening until completing her mission. She believed now was precisely such an opportunity.

But he was out? Where could he have gone and for what purpose...

"By the way, when is the new Head Professor of Theory supposed to arrive?"

"Who knows? The position has been vacant for quite some time, but still no news."

"I heard something about needing to wrap up affairs at the Illusion Magic Tower."

"The magician Kaiden... I still can't believe it."

Magician Kaiden was renowned throughout the Empire as a genius magician and member of the Demon King Assassination Task Force.

But even before the war, Kaiden had gained a certain notoriety among magicians.

He was known as a madman who secluded himself in hiding, interested in nothing but creating attack magic of the purest destructive power.

No one knew why he behaved this way.

Typically, magicians debut after graduating from a magic academy or studying under a renowned master.

However, Kaiden wasn't a graduate of any imperial magic academy, nor was there anyone who claimed to have taught him.

Those curious enough to visit his hideout were vaporized by attack spells, so no one knew what he looked like or how old he was.

Even the name "Kaiden" only became known after the Demon King Assassination Task Force; before that, he didn't even have a name.

In short, he was a magician shrouded in mystery from head to toe.

Even now, apart from knowing his name was Kaiden and that he looked remarkably feminine, everything else about him remained questionable.

It was no wonder that the professors, both current and former, were excited about the prospect of meeting such a person up close.

"Should we ask the Principal if she knows anything?"

"Good idea. Who wants to go?"

"I'll go. I was planning to bring her this anyway," Orendi said, gathering a few pieces of cream cake.

Everyone knew that Kirrin was obsessed with the strawberry cream cake from the dessert café in the shopping district.

She might feel hurt if she found out the professors were enjoying treats without sharing with her, especially since she oversaw some Combat Department courses.

Walking down the corridor, Orendi thought to herself.

If Magician Kaiden arrived, there would be two former members of the Demon King Assassination Task Force at the Academy.

This was quite remarkable and, from Orendi's perspective, extremely exciting.

When she had visited the Illusion Magic Tower, Orendi had been deeply shocked by Kaiden's illusion magic.

The shock was so great that learning Professor Dian was friends with Magician Kaiden seemed almost mundane in comparison.

The illusion magic Orendi knew was nothing like that.

It was such crude magic that even a child could easily identify it as fake, making it too low-grade to be useful anywhere.

This was due to the nature of illusion magic—it needed to distort the perception of its target rather than the magic itself.

No matter how elaborate an illusion might be, it would inevitably show signs of being false. Making it appear real went beyond the realm of magic.

Unless one was a god or demon, how could one twist the five senses of a person with intelligence?

That's why the School of Illusion had barely maintained its existence for a thousand years since its founding, with no notable achievements.

When Kaiden went to the Illusion Magic Tower instead of the Imperial Magic Department after the war, the magical community was thrown into an uproar for this very reason.

Orendi eagerly awaited Kaiden's arrival at the Academy.

Though she had received an explanation before, she honestly couldn't understand a single sentence properly. This time, she was determined to learn thoroughly.

Orendi's magical ability was below average.

That's why she couldn't secure a position where magic was mainstream and instead came to the Special Mission Academy, where magic was treated as secondary.

And even there, she wasn't teaching magic but rather methods to counter it, as a professor of Magic Countermeasures.

If she could learn from Kaiden, Orendi was certain she could make dramatic progress.

"Oh? Principal?"

Lost in thought as she walked, Orendi spotted Kirrin ahead.

She was pacing back and forth in front of the Head Combat Professor's office.

"Oh? Oh? Eek!"

Startled upon seeing Orendi, Kirrin quickly hid something behind her back.

"There you are. I was just heading to your office."

"What? You have business with me?"

"First, this. It's a late-night snack from the Combat Department. I wanted to share it with you."

Orendi held up the packaged cream strawberry cake, but Kirrin shook her head with an awkward smile.

"No, no, I'm not in a position to accept that right now..."

"Should I leave it in your office then?"

"Um, y-yes, could you do that...?"

"Of course. And also..."

Kirrin, who had been sidling away, stopped.

"What else is there...?"

"I was wondering if you knew when the new Head Professor of Theory would be arriving? All the professors are waiting."

"The new Head of Theory...? You mean Magician Kaiden?"

"Yes. I thought you might have heard something."

"Well... He said he'd arrive before the end of the semester... But honestly, I don't know exactly when... It's a bit awkward to ask too..."

"That's certainly true. He is a former member of the Demon King Assassination Task Force, after all."

"Well then, you should be on your way now..."

Kirrin, with her back pressed against Dian's door, gestured with her chin for Orendi to leave.

"I'll be going then."

Orendi bowed to Kirrin and walked toward the Principal's office.

Glancing back briefly, she saw Kirrin crouching down, gripping the doorknob and doing something.

What is she doing...?

# # # # #

"Oh my, oh my..."

Hindrasta groaned as they left the bank.

"Oh my, my money... My precious money..."

"You're the one who asked me to deposit it."

"I know, I know... Oh my..."

At Hindrasta's request, they had gone to the bank together after finishing their daily tasks.

It was to deposit the money received from the Reblanc Mercenary Corps previously.

Being a dragon, Hindrasta couldn't open an account due to her unclear identity.

That's why she had kept her money with the mercenary corps until now, and more recently, hidden it in her dormitory closet.

And Hindrasta had become miserable because of it.

Unlike a dragon's lair, a dormitory closet was a place anyone could easily raid if they wanted to.

Constantly worrying about it, she eventually became so preoccupied that she could barely focus on her studies.

Finally, in a completely desperate state, she came to me asking to deposit the money in my account.

When I asked why she came to me instead of Knightley, she said that even if the bank went bankrupt, she believed I would somehow be able to recover the money.

Yet at the counter earlier, her hands trembled so violently as she handed over the gold coins that I had to practically pry the pouch from her grip.

It can't be helped since she's a dragon. They're naturally fond of holding onto shiny physical treasures.

But she knows it's impractical here, which is why she asked for my help.

"I'm feeling down... Let's get something delicious to eat before heading back..."

Completely deflated, Hindrasta tugged at my wrist.

"What do you want to eat? Meat, I suppose?"

"You know it..."

I remembered a place I'd been to with the Combat Department professors recently. We should go there.

They serve whole racks of ribs grilled over direct heat—Hindrasta would love it.

"Professor Dian?"

Just as I was about to walk away with Hindrasta, someone called my name from behind.

I turned to see a man in robes looking at me.

Who was he again? He seemed familiar...

Ah, I remember now. The Chief Magician from the Imperial Magic Department.

When I went to the Imperial Castle to get permission to use illusion magic for the competition, he had made a fuss trying to recruit Kaiden.

But why was he here?

"Do you have a moment? It's about Kaiden."
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"Kaiden?"

"That's right. Let's talk."

The Head Magician spoke with an utterly serious expression.

"Oh, come on. Let's hurry. I'm starting to get hungry."

However, I wasn't in the mood to have a conversation with this person right now.

The dragon, who had suddenly become depressed and hungry, was starting to urge me along.

"We can talk while eating. I'll pay."

As Hindrasta began dragging me away, the Head Magician hastily suggested with an urgent tone.

"Well... fine. If you insist."

I led Hindrasta and the Head Magician toward the rib restaurant we had planned to visit earlier.

The restaurant wasn't even in sight yet, but the aroma of grilled meat already filled the street.

"Mmm, smells good."

Hindrasta closed her eyes and took a deep breath, but the Head Magician wrinkled his nose slightly and covered it with his sleeve.

"The smell is... quite intense..."

As we continued walking and the restaurant came into view, the Head Magician gasped.

"Is... is this the right place...?"

The Head Magician turned to me in extreme bewilderment.

His reaction was understandable since this restaurant was quite different from ordinary establishments.

It was an open-air restaurant. No building, just an open space with several worn tables and chairs arranged around a central fire pit where meat was grilled.

You sit down, place your order, and they grill the meat on the spot, while beer is served from oak barrels on the side.

It's cheap, delicious, and generous with portions, so it's always bustling with people on tight budgets.

After we sat at a corner table, three mugs of beer arrived without us ordering, and they immediately started grilling meat.

That's how this place works—they serve meat based on the number of people first, then take additional orders later.

The Head Magician, now seated, kept looking around with a peculiar expression.

The position of Imperial Head Magician isn't something one could attain without exceptional talent.

He must have shown promise from a very young age and followed an elite path to reach his current position.

To someone like him, this restaurant must seem like a completely different world.

Even without being at the Head Magician level, magicians in this world are treated almost like nobility.

"First of all... I apologize for approaching you so suddenly like this."

The Head Magician began.

"I came to find you, Professor, despite the rudeness, because I have something to discuss about Kaiden."

"I see. Let's hear what this is about..."

My words were cut short as a mountain of meat arrived at our table.

"Eek!"

Hindrasta was nearly on the verge of fainting at the sight of the slightly charred ribs sizzling with fat.

"These are whole ribs grilled over charcoal, and they taste absolutely amazing. If you haven't eaten, please try some."

"Ah, yes..."

We paused our conversation and began eating.

Hindrasta grabbed the ribs with both hands without hesitation, while the Head Magician, unable to resist my encouragement, sampled a bit of meat.

"What a unique flavor..."

The Head Magician put down the rib after taking just one bite, forcing a smile with a troubled expression—probably because they use cheap meat loaded with spices.

"Please continue. I'm listening."

The Head Magician slightly bowed his head as if asking for understanding and began speaking.

"I heard that Kaiden has been appointed as the Head Professor of Theory at the Special Mission Academy where you work. Has he arrived at the academy yet?"

"No, not yet. He said he'd come after wrapping up his affairs at the Illusion Magic Tower, but I wasn't told exactly when."

"I see. But he will come to the academy eventually, won't he?"

"I suppose so. Even a genius magician can't completely ignore orders from the Empire's power players."

"Well... I wonder if Kaiden would actually do that..."

The Head Magician shook his head skeptically.

"After the war, the Imperial Castle offered incredible conditions to bring Kaiden into the Magic Department. But Kaiden rejected them all and secluded himself in the Illusion Magic Tower. We sent people to persuade him, but they couldn't even meet him."

"You must have gotten lost in the Illusion Tower."

"Exactly. The magic was so robust and intricate that even experienced magicians couldn't penetrate it and eventually had to give up."

That sounds like Kaiden's illusion magic.

Even I was amazed at how he could perfectly recreate Earth's streets that he'd never actually seen.

"Excuse me, Professor, what is your relationship with Kaiden?"

"Me? We briefly met during the war."

I gave a vague answer since I wasn't sure exactly what kind of person the Head Magician was.

"Briefly met? But Kaiden doesn't have anyone he could call an acquaintance..."

The Head Magician muttered to himself before shaking his head.

"Well, that's not important right now. What matters is that you seem to be the only one who has any kind of normal human relationship with Kaiden."

The Head Magician looked at me with determined eyes.

"Professor, I have a request. Please send Kaiden to the Magic Department."

"The Magic Department? But he's already been designated as the Head Professor at the academy."

"I'm aware. But Kaiden is too valuable a genius to be just a Head Professor. Ah, of course, I don't mean to belittle the academy."

"It's fine. Honestly, I also think Kaiden's abilities would be wasted there."

"That's a relief!"

The Head Magician's expression brightened.

"Would you please persuade Kaiden for us?"

"Is that why you came to find me today? To ask me to persuade Kaiden?"

"Yes, Professor. Kaiden assisted with his illusion magic during the recent Security Office competition, didn't he? I believe it was because you asked him to. Is that correct?"

"Yes, well..."

"As I thought, you're the only one who can help."

The Head Magician clenched his fist, causing small sparks of magical energy to flicker between his fingers.

"Right now, there's no one in the Imperial Castle who can officially engage in dialogue with Kaiden. I've even sought advice from Lord Linus and others, but they all said it would be difficult. Only you can change Kaiden's mind!"

The agitated Head Magician struck the table, causing Hindrasta's beer mug to tilt precariously.

"Aaah!"

As Hindrasta screamed and pulled her chair back, the Head Magician's fingers twitched slightly, and the half-toppled beer mug froze in place. It was magic.

"I apologize. I got too excited and..."

The Head Magician apologized while picking up the suspended mug and setting it upright.

Truly impressive magic.

Those who don't know better might think that destructive attack magic is the pinnacle, but that's not the case.

The standard for judging magical skill is in the details.

A skilled magician can manipulate magical energy with precision and finesse, like threading a needle.

In that respect, the Head Magician sitting before me, using magic as naturally as breathing, is clearly a master of extraordinary skill.

"But Head Magician, why should I persuade Kaiden to go to the Magic Department?"

I put down the rib bone I was holding.

"Kaiden was sent to the academy by the 2nd Princess from the Security Office. If I send him to the Magic Department, wouldn't that directly contradict her intentions? And also."

I quickly added as the Head Magician tried to interject.

"If Kaiden goes to the Magic Department, the academy will have another key position vacant. These two issues are too significant to simply overlook."

"Of course. First, regarding the vacant Head of Theory position, we'll send a mid-level magician from the Magic Department. While not comparable to Kaiden, they'll be a competent professional who won't fall short anywhere."

"I see. And what about the 2nd Princess?"

"If you can persuade Kaiden, I'll report directly to the 2nd Princess myself. Kaiden joining the Magic Department would be welcome news for her as well. The 2nd Princess is always focused on strengthening the Empire's power."

"I understand..."

"And Professor."

The Head Magician spoke with an expression full of conviction.

"If Kaiden dedicates himself to research in the Magic Department, the continent's civilization will surely advance beyond its current state."

"Bullshit... Talk some sense..."

Hindrasta muttered just loudly enough to be heard while gnawing on a rib.

But I don't think those words are nonsense.

If Kaiden truly has interest in that direction, he could certainly usher in a new era and more.

I've already seen that potential at the Illusion Tower.

To be honest, the Head Professor of Theory position at the academy doesn't need a great magician like Kaiden. It's actually excessive.

It's similar to when Rormane offered thirty bishop-level priests for the infirmary.

So Kaiden going to the Magic Department rather than the academy would benefit the Empire or whatever.

I actually agree with that opinion quite a bit.

But there's one thing the Head Magician doesn't know.

The decisive factor in Kaiden leaving the Illusion Tower and coming to the academy is me.

Since the Task Force days, Kaiden has unconditionally accepted my requests, and this situation followed that same pattern.

If I were to tell such a Kaiden to go to the Magic Department instead of the academy, how would he react?

Would he go to the Magic Department without question because I asked? Or would he refuse, saying that wasn't his original intention? I'm not sure.

Kaiden always just smiles and speaks little, so it's hard to know what he's thinking.

For now, I'll just accept this request.

Come to think of it, it's a bit funny to just do whatever the Head Magician says.

I can casually ask Kaiden later, after seeing how he adapts at the academy.

To be blunt, if Kirrin or Ismera find him too intimidating because he's so exceptional, sending him to the Magic Department might be a good option then.

I'll keep this card for later use.

# # # # #

"I'm counting on you, Professor!"

After finishing our meal, the Head Magician bowed so deeply his forehead nearly touched the ground in front of the restaurant.

"Please send Kaiden to the Magic Department!"

"Alright. I'll try my best."

The next day, Kaiden arrived at the academy without any prior notice.
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As the end-of-term evaluation period approached, Knightley began acting a bit strange.

"Professor. Professor."

"What."

"Do you have any reference materials I could look at?"

"No."

"Then could I at least know the general direction of the exam?"

"I don't know either."

"But you must know something, right? You're the Head Professor. It's impossible that you don't know anything."

The honor student Knightley hoped to take the top spot in this exam, which was why she persistently hovered around me.

She's always been number one, so she'll obviously be first this time too. I don't understand why she's making such a fuss.

Even though the Combat Department's practical evaluation has been added, that shouldn't be a major problem for Knightley.

Hindrasta has ridiculous physical abilities, but setting her aside as an exception, there aren't any other graduating students who could threaten Knightley.

And even if Hindrasta scores the highest on the practical evaluation, she still can't surpass Knightley.

Hindrasta is stupid.

Her theoretical evaluation scores are so dismal that she's given up trying to improve in that area.

So when combining both theoretical and practical scores, Knightley will inevitably come out on top.

"I admit I'm stupid. But Knightley isn't acting like this because of me," Hindrasta said with a snicker.

"Her biggest concern is Merylda. There's a rumor going around among the students that Merylda might get the highest score on the theoretical evaluation this time."

Right. I forgot about Merylda.

She graduated at the top of her class from the public academy and worked as an administrative deputy in Tatanoko Village before being selected as a special talent student.

As soon as she arrived at the academy, she showed remarkable talent in fields like code decryption and quickly rose to the upper ranks.

"I've already given up since I consider her an insurmountable wall, but Merylda is different. If Knightley loses to her, she won't have the highest score in both theoretical and practical evaluations."

Hindrasta's words make sense.

Knightley is a duke's daughter and arrogant, but she's also incredibly diligent, hardworking, and competitive.

Even if she wins in total points, she won't be able to accept not being first in each individual field.

That's why Knightley visits me almost every day, trying to extract information about the evaluation through persuasion, coercion, and threats.

She normally wouldn't even consider such underhanded methods, so she must be quite desperate.

Still, evaluations must be fair. I absolutely can't tell her. Go away.

"This is driving me crazy..."

Knightley walked away dejected, and Hindrasta giggled at the sight.

She sat in my chair with her feet up on the desk, looking quite arrogant.

"Why aren't you leaving?"

"I'm just hanging around. I have nowhere else to go."

"What an excuse. Are you sticking around because you're worried about the money you entrusted to me?"

"Smart thinking. Oof."

Hindrasta got up from the chair and started rummaging through the cupboard to see if there was anything to eat.

Her attitude has changed considerably since the incident with the Reblanc Mercenary Corps.

Before, she would chatter, whine, and irritate me to the point where I wanted to smack her head.

Now she's become docile and obedient, so having her around doesn't make me as angry.

If she had remained the same even after I stepped up to accept her money, she wouldn't be human. Well, she's not human anyway, but still.

"Why do you keep skipping classes? Go quickly. You've already missed all the morning classes."

"What's the point of classes? I don't understand them anyway."

"What if you get expelled? Should I tell Linus?"

"Sigh... I'll go. Happy now?"

At the mention of Linus, Hindrasta sighed, waved her hand dismissively, and left.

Well, now that I've chased all the kids away, I might as well go on patrol.

I slung a practice wooden sword over my shoulder and left the professor's office.

Campus patrol is something I do regularly without any special purpose.

It's just getting some fresh air and taking a walk.

Our academy is so large that it takes quite a bit of time to walk around the perimeter.

And if I wander around every nook and cranny, half a day passes quickly, making it perfect for killing time.

Everyone is busy preparing for the end-of-term evaluations now, but I have nothing to do.

Over the past six months, I've built a system that runs smoothly without my constant supervision, so I only need to do occasional reviews.

The Department of Arcane Theory is vacant, but Ismera is in charge, so there's no need to worry.

Yes, being a professor is better than being a principal. My judgment wasn't wrong when Linus came to see me back then.

Actually, it wasn't my judgment but Olicia's.

As I was wandering around, I saw Priestess Maya walking from the other direction.

She was carrying a bag from the dessert cafe, seemingly buying snacks.

"Hello," I greeted her first, and Priestess Maya slightly bowed her head and walked past me.

I haven't spoken with Priestess Maya since the incident regarding the patient records.

There was no need to.

Priestess Maya was just following the orders of the Secretary General she serves, so confronting her about it would be pointless.

Rormane promised to withdraw the instructions she gave to Priestess Maya, so I'll leave it be.

Besides, what difference would it make if Priestess Maya recorded and reported things?

As I continued walking around, I suddenly felt a strange sensation and looked around.

Something feels off. Different from usual.

I lowered the wooden sword from my shoulder and waited, when a strange figure appeared, rippling into view ahead of me.

It was a tall man with a pale complexion, wrapped in a pitch-black cloak.

I thought he might be a professor, but that didn't seem to be the case.

None of our professors have horns like that on their heads.

Two horns, resembling those of a mountain goat, sat on the man's head, reflecting the sunlight.

The Demon King, I see.

"Tandem inveni (I've finally found you)."

The Demon King looked around with a cold smile.

"Non putabam te aliquem academiae professorem fore. Videtur te per decem annos multum emollitum esse (I never thought you'd become a mere academy professor. It seems you've grown soft over these ten years)."

The Demon King's flowing cloak parted, revealing a sharp sword inside.

I'm pretty sure I cut that in half before. Did he make a new identical one, or did he just patch it up?

"Tempus ignominiae fuit (It was a time of disgrace)."

The Demon King gripped his sword and took a stance.

"Nunc decem annorum ultionem capiam (Now I will have my revenge for ten years ago)."

As soon as he finished speaking, the Demon King disappeared, leaving only an afterimage.

For a moment, it felt like the wind was blowing, and then the Demon King appeared right in front of me.

As I stood still, the Demon King's sword struck precisely at the crown of my head.

"Boring, Kaiden."

The Demon King dispersed, and Kaiden appeared in his place.

He was wearing his usual black robe and had a peculiar smile in his eyes.

"How did you know it was me?"

"A dead Demon King appearing in the middle of the academy..."

"The Demon King was also a mage. He could have cast forbidden necromancy on himself."

"That may be true, but the Demon King's movement technique was completely wrong."

Kaiden gave me a questioning look.

"The Demon King doesn't move like that when attacking. I suppose since you're a mage, not a swordsman, you couldn't express those details accurately."

"I see. Since I didn't witness the final battle myself, my portrayal was inadequate. If I had been a little more precise, I could have fooled you completely."

"No, the very idea of the Demon King appearing here makes no sense to begin with."

"Is that so? I'll keep that in mind."

Kaiden smiled.

"Though your appearance is sudden, welcome to the academy. Did you finish everything at the magic tower?"

"Yes, Dian. I have no more business there."

"Then let's go straight to the principal. We need to greet her and get you started. We're busy with evaluation preparations right now."

"For someone who's busy, you look quite relaxed, Dian."

"Well, I've always been like that."

I headed toward the main building where Kirrin was, with Kaiden accompanying me.

"By the way, where did you put your luggage?"

"I don't have any. I just came as I am."

"Really? You don't have clothes?"

"All basic necessities are in my dimensional space. I can take them out when needed."

Kaiden reached out his hand, and the air split open, revealing a robe identical to the one he was wearing.

Every time I see it, I wonder what else might be in there.

But Kaiden has never fully opened his dimensional space. Perhaps, like a true mage, he has something secretive in there.

"Professor Ismera!"

I waved my hand as I spotted Ismera ahead.

Ismera, who was smiling brightly at me, quickly composed her expression when she noticed the person beside me.

"Ahem. What can I do for you?"

"Come with me to the principal's office."

"I'm not particularly busy, but..."

Ismera's gaze shifted to Kaiden.

"Who is this? They don't seem to be one of our academy students. Have you brought another special talent student from somewhere?"

"Ah, not a special talent student, but the mage Kaiden. He's coming to be our Head Professor of Theory."

"M-Mage Kaiden?! So he's a woman?! I thought he was a man all this time?!"

Kaiden gave no response.
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Principal's office.

"Uh, um... eh..."

Kirrin stared at Kaiden with a dumbfounded expression, stammering.

"Um, so... Magician Kaiden...?"

"Hello, Principal."

"Ah, yes..."

Despite Kaiden's greeting, Kirrin still looked bewildered.

Then suddenly, she leaned her upper body toward me and whispered.

"A woman...? I heard it was a man...?"

"She just looks like a woman."

"R-really...? She doesn't just look like a woman, she is a woman... Have you personally confirmed...?"

"What is there to confirm? Seriously, what are you saying right in front of the person?"

"Ahem."

Kirrin cleared her throat and erased her embarrassment with a smile.

"We're truly grateful that you've come to our academy. I've heard much about your reputation, Magician. Honestly, I feel a bit burdened that such an extraordinary person has joined us."

"You needn't worry. I will conduct myself according to the duties of my position as Head Professor."

"Then, if you don't mind..."

Kirrin carefully asked while simultaneously gauging the reactions of myself, Ismera, and Kaiden.

"Could you perhaps... show us a simple spell...?"

"Principal. That's a rude request," Ismera interjected firmly.

"The new Head Professor of Theory isn't here to put on a magic show!"

"Y-yes, that's true, but... since you're so famous..."

"It's fine. I'll show you."

Kaiden smiled softly and spread both hands.

"AAAAAAAAAHHHHHHH!!"

"Gasp!"

Kirrin screamed while Ismera drew in a sharp breath.

I couldn't see anything.

"Uuuuuhhh! What is this?!"

"This can't be. My goodness..."

Seeing the elves' intense reactions, Kaiden smiled and lowered her hands.

"W-what... What did I just see...?"

"Haah... The world suddenly went dark..."

As whatever illusion they saw disappeared, the elves looked at Kaiden with expressions full of emptiness.

"You're truly amazing... Was that illusion magic?"

"That's correct."

"So it wasn't actually real?"

"It merely distorts the senses to make you feel as if something is there."

"Incredible..."

Kirrin muttered in a daze. I wonder what they saw.

# # # # #

As news of Kaiden's arrival spread throughout the academy, people flocked to see her.

Former members of the Demon King Assassination Task Force are living legends who attract attention wherever they go, and especially so for Kaiden, the reclusive magic genius.

When a mysterious magician who had been in seclusion for ten years suddenly appears at the academy, nobody could remain indifferent.

So for a while, wherever Kaiden went, crowds gathered.

Students peeked out from their classrooms during lessons, and not only faculty members but even academy security guards left their posts to catch a glimpse of Kaiden, resulting in disciplinary actions.

And where people gather, rumors are born.

A strange rumor began circulating around the academy.

It was about Kaiden's gender.

The fact that Kaiden is male is something everyone across the continent knows.

But the Kaiden who appeared before them had the appearance of a pretty young woman, not a man.

So people agreed with the plausible rumor that Kaiden had hidden her female identity for some reason.

There were several variations to this: that Kaiden actually possessed both male and female organs, or that for some magical reason, Kaiden was sexless.

I absolutely hate receiving such excessive attention.

No matter how I think about it, my escape to Brunswell ten years ago was definitely the right decision.

However, Kaiden doesn't seem to care whether people gossip or not.

She just maintains a mysterious smile and goes about her business.

Originally, Kaiden has a strong tendency to think only about herself.

Rather than being selfish, she's an extreme individualist.

That's why she lived in seclusion even before the Demon King Assassination Task Force, and afterward remained holed up in her magic tower.

With Kaiden taking over the Department of Theory, Ismera could finally fully assume her role as Vice Principal.

She had prepared extensively for the handover, but Kaiden was so intelligent that she grasped everything in just two days after her appointment.

From what I hear, she's already finished reviewing the end-of-semester exam questions and is now working on revising next semester's curriculum.

She really is amazing, truly.

"Dian. Let's go eat."

When lunchtime comes, Kaiden always seeks me out.

No matter where I am at that time, Kaiden finds me.

If I look up from my desk, she's standing in front of me; if I glance to the side while patrolling, she's standing beside me.

No presence, no disturbance in the air, no sound.

"Let's go eat."

"Sure. But that's... magic, right?"

"That's right. When you know how to use magic, life becomes convenient in many ways. I don't need to wander around looking for you."

Kaiden smiled.

With Kaiden eating lunch with me every day, Kirrin has become quite troubled.

Kirrin used to often eat cake with me at dessert cafes, but now she can barely bring herself to speak to me because of Kaiden.

So sometimes I invite her first, but Kirrin frantically waves her hands and refuses.

"N-no, I'm fine! Eat with Kaiden—I mean, the Head Professor of Theory! You eat together every day anyway!"

"I've already told her today. I said I'd eat with the Principal."

"Eek! Don't do that! I'll eat with Ismera! I absolutely won't interfere!"

Why is she like that?

Maybe it's natural for her to feel uncomfortable around someone with Kaiden's impressive credentials, given her weak and sensitive personality.

Or perhaps she feels, 'How dare I intrude on Kaiden and Dian's meal?'

"Dian. What do you do after work?"

And every day, every single day, Kaiden asks this question in the afternoon.

"Well, nothing in particular. Why?"

"Please show me around the city. I don't know much about what's in the capital."

So since her appointment, I've taken Kaiden out every day without fail.

The imperial capital Kalvasar is one of the continent's foremost metropolises, the birthplace of all trends and culture.

It's such a developed place that to someone from another provincial town, it might look like another world, given the huge gap.

But Kaiden doesn't seem particularly impressed.

Having recreated Earth's metropolitan streets in the Illusion Magic Tower, this probably doesn't satisfy her.

Even the tallest buildings here are only about eight stories high, and the population can't compare to modern cities from my previous life.

"That was an interesting and enjoyable time."

Nevertheless, Kaiden always says this when we return to the academy.

"Being with you is always a pleasure for me."

"Well, I'm glad to hear that."

"But what will you do now?"

"I need to go home. Olicia is waiting."

As we passed through the academy's main gate, I gave my usual answer to Kaiden's question.

"It sounds like Olicia is always waiting for you."

"Of course. She's family."

"I see. Family, you say. I understand. By the way."

Kaiden changed the subject.

"Since my appointment, I've never seen your home."

"Ah, that's true. Would you like to visit today since it came up? Though there's really nothing special about it."

"I'd like that."

When Kaiden visited, Olicia looked at me with somewhat puzzled and suspicious eyes.

"Dian. I'm sorry, but this is a bit troubling."

"What's troubling about it?"

"If you're going to bring a woman home, you should bring someone of a reasonable age. I don't like this."

"What are you talking about? This is the new Head Professor of Theory, Magician Kaiden."

"Eek?!"

Startled, Olicia bowed so deeply her forehead nearly touched her knees as she apologized.

"I'm sorry! I'm sorry! Please forgive my rudeness!"

"It's fine. I'm not offended at all."

I showed Kaiden around the house.

The first floor has the living room, kitchen, bathroom, and Olicia's room. The second floor has my bedroom and other spaces including guest rooms.

"So this is your bedroom. It looks cozy."

Kaiden entered the bedroom and looked around, commenting.

"But it seems a bit large for someone living alone. Don't you feel lonely?"

"Hmm? I haven't particularly felt that way."

"I see. I understand."

After touring our house and enjoying the cool drink Olicia served, Kaiden left.

"Whew, you really startled me."

Olicia spoke while folding laundry in the living room.

"When you suddenly brought home a young girl, I thought you'd lost your mind."

"Hey! What do you take me for?"

"You should tell me these things in advance. I firmly believed you would marry Vice Principal Ismera, so I was shocked when another woman showed up."

"What? What are you talking about?"

"Huh? Why are you pretending not to know?"

Olicia tilted her head.

"You slept with Vice Principal Ismera in your bedroom last time."

"What?! How did you know that?!"

"I could hear everything."

What is this now...

"If it's Vice Principal Ismera, I wouldn't mind serving her as my mistress."

"What did you say?"

"She's surprisingly kind, pretty, and enjoys the food I make. She's diligent, neat, and holds the high position of Vice Principal."

Olicia counted Ismera's merits on her fingers.

"If you marry the Vice Principal, you could naturally become a tenured professor, right?"

"Hmm... Is that so?"

"Of course. So do your best. I fully approve of Vice Principal Ismera."

So both Rormane and Olicia think highly of Ismera.

Well, Ismera doesn't have any shortcomings.

"By the way, Dian. Please put out your laundry on time."

"I put everything out."

"Really? Then why is there so little? Go check under your bed. Did you stash some socks somewhere?"

"I'll look."

I searched my room but found nothing.

In the end, we couldn't determine where the missing clothes went, and Olicia said she would go into town to buy more clothes.

It's truly baffling. Where could all the clothes have disappeared to in this small house?

I can't think of any plausible explanation no matter how many possibilities I consider.

This has never happened before, except when Rormane stole a bunch of my underwear ten years ago, claiming she would do my laundry.

# # # # #

Meanwhile, in the dormitory, Kaiden's room.

Upon returning to her room, Kaiden reached into the air.

Her hand, entering and exiting a spatial pocket, held numerous men's underwear and socks.

These were the items she had taken from Dian's house earlier.

Kaiden buried her nose in the clothes and inhaled deeply.

Unfortunately, they had just been washed, so no body scent remained.
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Kaiden had smoothly adapted to the academy and now completely dominated the Department of Arcane Theory.

Famous as a genius magician and former member of the Demon King Assassination Task Force, not to mention being incredibly intelligent, all members of the Department of Arcane Theory absolutely obeyed Kaiden's every word.

Ismera was competent too, but honestly, she couldn't compare to Kaiden.

However, if there was one area where Kaiden fell short of Ismera, it would be social skills.

Kaiden handled work like a precise artificial intelligence but otherwise had almost no human interaction with the professors.

"He always smiles but never engages in casual conversation."

"His efficiency is great, but it would be nice if we could get closer to him."

"Sometimes I wonder if he's not a person but just a pretty doll with a smiling face."

This was the general response when I occasionally asked the professors from the Department of Arcane Theory.

Ismera, though prickly, fundamentally understood social etiquette and knew how to win people over.

That's why even when she squeezed her subordinate professors during her time as Head Professor, they all did what she asked without complaint.

Kaiden had none of those qualities, so despite running operations much more smoothly than before, everyone found it difficult to feel comfortable around him.

But it would be somewhat ridiculous to relay these comments and ask him to change his attitude.

Everyone has their own style, and Kaiden was an individualist who displayed sociability only when necessary.

To Kaiden, the professors in the Department of Arcane Theory were nothing more than professional relationships, so he treated them exactly at that level.

It's his own work style, so it would be inappropriate to criticize it.

# # # # #

"Umm, yes... of course..."

In the Principal's office. It was time to report the draft of the end-of-semester evaluation.

As Kaiden reported on the internal affairs of the Department of Arcane Theory, Kirrin nodded nervously.

"Yes, yes... this looks good... yes, very good..."

There was no one in the academy whom Kirrin addressed formally, but she seemed particularly intimidated by Kaiden.

Ismera, sitting beside me, looked satisfied as she listened to Kaiden's report, apparently impressed.

"I believe we can proceed with the theoretical evaluation as planned, Head Professor of Theory..."

"Thank you, Principal. I will implement it thoroughly."

Kaiden responded with that enigmatic, mysterious smile he always wore.

With that same expression regardless of the situation, never showing any emotional fluctuation, it's no wonder people who aren't close to him would feel distance or discomfort.

"By the way, it's almost lunchtime..."

"Indeed it is. Lord Dian. Let's go eat."

Kaiden interrupted Kirrin's words.

"Oh, right. Shall we all go together then?"

At my suggestion, Kirrin was delighted, and Ismera didn't object either as she rose from her seat.

"You mean all of us dining together."

Kaiden maintained that peculiar eye-smile as he spoke.

"I would be pleased to join."

And so we headed to a dessert café in the shopping district.

These days, cafés serve everything from desserts like cakes to simple meals, making them perfect for lunch.

As always, Kirrin ordered a whole strawberry cream cake, while Ismera ordered a salad.

I only ordered a drink since, as usual, I would share half of Kirrin's cake.

"I see. You share cake with the Principal."

"It's too much for one person. We've always eaten like this."

Kaiden seemed to accept this and didn't ask me anything further.

"Let's eat!"

When the food arrived, Kirrin brightened and picked up a knife.

"Oh, would you like to try some?"

She glanced shyly at Kaiden and placed a slice of cake on his plate.

"Thank you. It looks delicious."

Kaiden took a bite from the corner of the cake with his fork and gave a small smile.

"It's delicious."

"Isn't it? Please, have more. Here, Dian, you eat too."

Kirrin cut another piece and placed it on my plate.

"Do you two often dine like this?"

Kaiden asked, observing us.

"Yes. Dian and I both love this cake. Buying individual slices would be too little, and it's much cheaper to order a whole cake."

"A principal and professor sharing cake together—truly an anti-authoritarian and humane academy."

"Y-yes... hehehe..."

Kirrin smiled awkwardly, not knowing how to respond to Kaiden's compliment.

Ismera glared at Kirrin as if she found her pathetic. What's her problem now?

"Well then, everyone enjoy your meal."

Kirrin, in high spirits, took a large bite of the cake with a strawberry on top.

"Ugh...!"

Suddenly, Kirrin covered her mouth and jumped up from her chair.

"Are you alright?"

"Urgh...!"

Wide-eyed, Kirrin shook her head vigorously before suddenly running away.

But she didn't get far before bending over a flowerbed and spitting out everything in her mouth.

Was something wrong with the cake?

I quickly smelled it but found nothing unusual. I even tasted it a bit, and it was the same as always.

How strange.

"Oh my, I'm sorry..."

Kirrin returned to the table, apologizing as she sat down.

"Are you okay?"

"Yeah, I'm fine..."

Kirrin smiled weakly and picked up her fork again.

"Ugh!"

But this time, she grimaced before even putting it in her mouth.

"Blech!"

Throwing down her fork, Kirrin ran back to the flowerbed and started retching again.

Kaiden went over and patted her back.

"What's all the fuss about?"

Ismera also sniffed the cake but remained clueless.

"Maybe she's just feeling unwell today."

"Perhaps. But Mister."

Ismera pulled away from the cake and shot me a sharp look.

"What's the deal with this Kaiden person?"

"What do you mean?"

"Didn't you notice how he was mocking Kirrin earlier?"

"Mocking her?"

"Saying she's 'anti-authoritarian and humane'! He was basically insulting her for not acting like a proper principal!"

"Hmm, was that his intention?"

"How can you not see that?"

Well, Ismera is certainly an authority on such matters. But why would Kaiden do that?

Ismera tapped the table impatiently with her finger.

"I don't like him at all. It's suspicious that a man has that kind of appearance, and his lack of emotional variation is unsettling."

"I've heard similar comments."

"Wasn't he your colleague? What was he like before? And is that person really a man?"

"Before? He was somewhat like this back then too. And yes, he's definitely a man."

"How old is he?"

"I don't know his exact age."

"You met him 10 years ago, right? Did he look the same then?"

"Similar."

"What about his parents?"

"They're gone. I heard they died when he was practicing magic at home and lost control of his power."

"Then he must be a woman!"

Ismera tapped the back of my hand as if I was missing something obvious.

"If he looked like that 10 years ago, he must be at least in his mid-twenties now. Is it possible for a human male to have that appearance at that age?"

"He could just have a youthful face."

"That's ridiculous. It's biologically impossible."

Ismera shook her head in disbelief.

"It must be magic. He might not actually look like that."

"If we go down that road, anything could be magic."

"He's an illusion magician, right? So it's possible. Maybe the you sitting in front of me is magic, maybe the salad in my mouth is magic, maybe even my reflection in the mirror is magic. There's no end to it."

I laughed and patted Ismera's shoulder.

"If there's a doubting, thinking you, then at least that much is real."

"What does that even mean?"

"It's like this. Imagine there's a demon. An evil, omnipotent demon trying to deceive me by fabricating everything I see, hear, and touch—even this very moment and place where you exist."

"And?"

"But even that demon can't fake my doubts. The fact that I'm questioning all of this is something I truly feel. Even if the whole world is a lie, the 'me who is thinking' must be real."

"So you're saying to use doubt and thought as an anchor to find your center?"

"Something like that."

Ismera nodded slowly with a somewhat perplexed expression.

"I'm sorry, everyone..."

Just then, a pale Kirrin returned.

"I'm not feeling well today, so I can't join you for lunch... I'll head back first..."

"Why don't you stop by the infirmary?"

"I think I should..."

As Kirrin staggered away, Kaiden sat down and said:

"For some reason, she seems to be feeling queasy."

Kaiden ate a piece of cake with his eye-smile intact.

Ismera secretly shot him a dissatisfied glare.

# # # # #

On her way to the infirmary, Kirrin kept tilting her head in confusion.

When she was about to eat the cake earlier, she suddenly felt nauseated.

She felt that sharing cake with Dian was extremely unhygienic.

But this had never happened before, not even once.

On the contrary, Kirrin had always enjoyed cake more because she shared it with Dian.

Today, she had even made a point of cutting pieces to serve because Ismera and Kaiden were present.

Usually, they didn't bother cutting it and just ate from opposite sides with their forks.

But why today...

It must have been because Kaiden was there.

He was such an impressive person that she must have gotten nervous without realizing it, making her stomach turn...
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The end-of-semester evaluation was rapidly approaching, just next week.

Knightley was on the verge of a nervous breakdown, while Merylda didn't seem particularly concerned.

Hindrasta appeared to barely know there was an exam at all.

These days, she occupied my office whenever possible, lounging around whether I was there or not.

"Aren't you studying for the exam?"

"No way, no way. It hurts my head. Besides, if I get perfect scores in the practical portion, it doesn't matter if my theory scores are bad, right?"

That was true. This is a "Special Mission" Academy, so they don't automatically fail students based solely on total points.

Even if you're weak in one area, as long as they determine you can demonstrate ability in specific missions, you can graduate normally—that's the principle.

Hindrasta must have picked up on this somewhere, which explains her carefree attitude.

Well, she's not wrong, and she's completely hopeless when it comes to written work anyway, so I'll just leave her be.

Still, her constantly coming to my office is a bit troublesome.

Not because Hindrasta makes me uncomfortable, but because that brat keeps raiding my snacks!

"Don't touch that!"

"Just let me have some! I'll replace them!"

I grabbed Hindrasta by the nape of her neck as she persistently searched for the madeleines I had hidden.

"Gack! I can't breathe!"

As Hindrasta tried to shake off my arm, she tripped and fell forward.

When I tried to catch her, she was so heavy that I staggered and we both collapsed together.

Dragons will be dragons, after all.

"Professor Dian."

Just then, the door opened and Kaiden entered.

"What are you doing?"

"Ah, Kaiden. Don't misunderstand."

I pushed away Hindrasta, who was in a position that looked like she was pinning me down.

"I was just trying to stop this brat from stealing my snacks when we fell."

"I see."

Kaiden's eyes shifted to Hindrasta, who was now chewing on a madeleine she had managed to stuff into her mouth.

"You're student Sophie, right? It's class time now, so why are you here?"

"I don't usually attend classes anyway."

"I see. But as a student, you should be studying."

Hindrasta ignored Kaiden, apparently taking his words as mere nagging.

"Student Sophie. I understand you're on a full scholarship as a special talent student, but do you know where that money comes from?"

"No, I don't."

"It comes from taxes paid with the blood and sweat of the Empire's citizens. Including taxes paid by Professor Dian, whom you're being disrespectful to right now."

"So what?"

"Since you're attending school with their tax money, shouldn't you study hard to become an excellent special agent and serve the Empire in return?"

"Why should I?"

Hindrasta retorted.

"I never asked for a scholarship. The academy gave it to me on their own because I'm good. Why should I have to repay that?"

"I see. Your point isn't wrong."

Kaiden smiled with his eyes.

"But why is a student who's skipping class in the Head Professor's office rather than somewhere students might normally be?"

"Because it's comfortable here."

"Professor Dian must treat you well."

"He does."

"Do you like the professor?"

"Huh? What kind of question is that?"

Hindrasta replied without hesitation.

"Isn't it natural to like someone who treats you well?"

Hindrasta tilted her head, as if finding Kaiden's question strange.

"I see. So student Sophie likes Professor Dian."

"I do like him. I really like him. At first I wanted to kill him, but later he took my side and helped me a lot. He even got me money I couldn't have gotten otherwise."

"That's right. Professor Dian is a good person."

Kaiden smiled warmly with understanding. I was the one who was actually taken aback.

What nonsense is that brat Hindrasta spouting?

"So when I have nothing to do, I come here to hang out. Professor Dian doesn't nag like you do."

"It's truly nice to see such a good relationship between teacher and student. But it would be problematic if you continue to be disrespectful."

"Disrespectful? What did I do?"

"For example, your behavior when I walked in earlier."

"Behavior? That was just an accident."

Kaiden said nothing, just smiled while staring at Hindrasta.

Hindrasta stared back blankly.

"Both of you, stop it."

I finally stepped in to intervene.

"You two already know each other anyway."

When we visited the Illusion Magic Tower for the competition previously, Hindrasta had met Kaiden.

And Kaiden had already figured out that Hindrasta was a polymorphed dragon.

So there was no point in them posturing as professor and student.

"Kaiden. As I told you before, she's a dragon I'm forcibly keeping at the academy. It's natural she has no interest in classes."

"Fair enough."

"So let's just let her do what she wants. It's not causing any major problems anyway."

"Of course, Dian. Dragons are free magical beasts, after all."

Kaiden immediately backed down at my words.

"I apologize, Hindrasta. I spoke meaningless words to you from a too-human perspective."

"Uh, okay..."

Hindrasta scratched her head, bewildered by the sudden change in attitude.

Kaiden was like this ten years ago too.

Unconditional support for my opinions.

Despite being a much smarter and more capable mage than me, he treated my words like universal truth.

It might be because of what happened during the recruitment process for the Demon King Assassination Task Force, but I don't know the exact reason.

Perhaps it's because I, with my knowledge of the original story, seem to have the ability to predict the future.

Just like how Linus would believe me if I told him centaurs wear two pairs of underwear—one for the human part and one for the horse part.

"But Hindrasta, there are still some rules you should follow."

Kaiden said.

"This is the Head Professor's office. It's where the person leading the Combat Department conducts business, so please refrain from visiting for personal reasons."

"Yeah, well..."

As Kaiden spoke calmly, Hindrasta couldn't push back strongly and just nodded awkwardly.

"Now I need to discuss evaluation matters with Professor Dian. If you don't mind, please excuse us."

"Umm..."

After Hindrasta left, Kaiden looked at me and smiled.

"Dragons truly are complex yet simple creatures."

"That's their charm, isn't it?"

"Yes. Their charm."

Kaiden nodded while maintaining his eye-smile.

"They're certainly charming magical beasts. Especially with that appearance."

Right. Since we're on the topic, let me ask something I've been curious about.

"With polymorphing, do they choose their own appearance?"

"Well, I'm not sure of the details, but I don't think they can mold it like clay. Since it's a racial trait rather than magic, I believe it's determined innately for each individual."

Hmm, so Hindrasta was destined from the beginning to become that twin-tailed, pink-haired, busty beauty.

Come to think of it, when I remember her original form, she did have scales with a slight pink tint, unusual for a White Dragon.

"So, what did you want to discuss about the evaluation?"

I asked Kaiden.

"Wasn't the plan already confirmed by Principal Kirrin?"

But Kaiden remained silent.

"Dian."

After a slight pause, Kaiden spoke.

"Do you find Hindrasta's appearance attractive?"

"Why so suddenly?"

"Just curious."

"Well, objectively speaking, it's not bad. But since I know what's inside, I don't have any particular thoughts about it."

"I see. I understand. Shall we go for lunch now?"

I just realized it's almost lunchtime.

"But didn't you say you had something to discuss?"

"I forgot everything because I'm hungry. Let's go."

A thought suddenly occurred to me.

"Kaiden."

"Yes?"

"What was the real reason you came here?"

"I believe I've already told you everything."

Kaiden smiled brightly as he tugged at my sleeve.

# # # # #

"What's going on?"

Hindrasta stopped in the hallway, rubbing her chin.

This definitely seemed like the same place she had passed earlier.

Looking back, she saw an identical corridor stretching behind her.

True, all the hallways in the main building looked similar.

The problem was that no matter how much she wandered, she couldn't find Dian's Head Professor's office.

After being chased away by Kaiden earlier, Hindrasta had waited a bit before trying to return to Dian.

It was lunchtime, and she wanted to eat something delicious with Dian for a change.

But no matter how much she wandered, she kept going in circles, never finding the Head Professor's office.

While the main building was large, it wasn't so complex that one could get lost inside.

Rather, like military barracks, it had a simple structure with corridors extending left and right from a central staircase—even first-time visitors could figure it out after walking around a bit.

Moreover, Hindrasta had been loitering in the Head Professor's office so often lately that she could find it with her eyes closed.

So how could she be lost for so long?

What's going on? And she hadn't encountered a single person either.

Standing still, Hindrasta had an unsettling thought.

Did that mage woman pull something?

Her specialty was illusion magic...

It seemed like she was trapped in a spell.

Just walking around wouldn't solve anything.

Could she break through the walls and escape?

Hindrasta reached out to touch the wall, half-doubting.

But if this was indeed magic, she would just keep going in circles unless the mage decided otherwise.

She rammed her shoulder against the wall with all her might, only to tumble unceremoniously across the floor.

"What are you doing?"

Opening her eyes, she saw Professor Lina standing over her, having paused mid-step.

Hindrasta quickly realized she wasn't in a corridor at all, but in the main entrance of the building, and jumped to her feet.

This really was magic after all...

That woman, I'll get her for this...
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Hindrasta gritted her teeth and clenched her fist.

Dragons are powerful magical beasts.

In their true form, even the strongest magic can't damage a single scale.

That's why during the war, when Hindrasta was causing chaos everywhere, neither the Demon King's army nor the human alliance could properly stop her.

If Hindrasta hadn't been in her polymorphed state right now, she wouldn't have fallen for such a cheap trick in the first place.

This is suddenly making me angry, isn't it?

Hindrasta was about to go straight to Kaiden but changed her mind.

Mages are clever. Especially that Kaiden fellow.

If I charge in thoughtlessly, I might end up getting caught in his trap instead. I'm not that smart.

So instead of moving recklessly, I should first make contact with Dian.

I'll tell Dian that this mage has been messing with me.

But not right now.

Judging by how he keeps twisting the paths, he must still be with Dian, so I should retreat for now.

Hindrasta swallowed her anger and turned away.

# # # # #

"Professor Dian. What are your plans for this evening?"

Kaiden asked during their meal.

"Well. Nothing in particular."

"Then have dinner with me. I found a nice place while exploring the city the other day."

"Dinner? In the city?"

"Yes. Is the timing alright for you?"

"It's fine, but..."

When I trailed off, Kaiden gave me a questioning look with smiling eyes.

Since Kaiden's appointment, we've been having lunch together almost every day and going out into the city every evening.

I don't dislike it, but doing this every day is a bit burdensome.

"Do you dislike it or find it burdensome?"

As if reading my mind, Kaiden smiled gently.

"No, it's not that."

"I really hope you'll join me today. I have a gift for you."

"A gift?"

"You've helped me adjust well to the academy. It would be ungrateful of me not to show my appreciation."

Hmm, I suppose that makes sense.

I didn't really do anything; Kaiden just adapted well because he's smart.

Still, I'm curious about what kind of gift it might be.

Just then, Orendi approached from the other side and greeted us.

"Hello, Head Professors."

"Where are you going?"

"I'm not going anywhere. I have business with the Head Professor of Theory."

Orendi smiled politely and rummaged through her pocket for a notebook.

"Um, about the illusion magic you taught me before, I'm stuck on a few points... if possible..."

"Sure. Have a seat."

With permission granted, Orendi beamed and sat next to Kaiden, offering her notebook.

"If you look here, there's a problem with the 'sensory overlap' part. When I cast it on the target, it disperses and distorts over time. Especially when vision and hearing overlap, the entire illusion starts to waver."

As Orendi pointed at her notebook and spoke in terms I couldn't understand, Kaiden smiled.

"The key to sensory overlap is continuously calibrating the overlapping senses to maintain balance between them. During this process, the mana flow becomes extremely delicate, which is where the problem seems to have occurred."

Kaiden pointed at the notebook.

"You've set the sensory calibration point incorrectly at the moment when the overlapping senses create confusion. When this part goes wrong, everything falls apart, so you need to modify the formula."

"Hmm, exactly how..."

"The basic structure is this. Vision and hearing exist at different frequencies, so the caster must use mana flow to synchronize these frequencies for a stable illusion. To match each frequency, you need to set this resonance adjustment value appropriately. Here, recalculate the inter-sensory synchronization value using this formula."

As Kaiden's fingers moved quickly, a formula appeared in mid-air.

"This is the synchronization resonance value. If you set this value too high, vision will dominate the illusion excessively; if too low, hearing becomes overly emphasized and the illusion wavers. Readjust according to this, and your sensory overlap will be more stable."

"Ah, ahhh..."

Orendi's eyes welled up with tears at Kaiden's explanation, leaving her speechless.

"This is truly, truly moving... how can you explain so clearly..."

"Good luck with your work."

"Thank you!"

Orendi jumped up and bowed deeply.

She hit her forehead on the table in the process but didn't seem to care as she ran off excitedly.

"Such enthusiasm. These mages."

"One cannot become a mage without being obsessed with magic, Professor Dian."

"Watching you, that seems true."

"Well."

Kaiden laughed.

"I'm not obsessed with magic. My true obsession lies elsewhere."

"What is it?"

But Kaiden didn't answer.

# # # # #

After work.

In the twilight of the faculty residential area.

Hindrasta strode forward, snorting angrily.

She planned to go to Dian's house and tell him everything that Kaiden had done.

As Dian's house came into view, Hindrasta quickened her pace.

"Huh?"

Something strange caught Hindrasta's eye.

Behind a barely visible wall, something was slightly protruding.

Visible only with a dragon's eyesight, it was a person's head.

Isn't that Priestess Maya? What is she doing?

Regardless, Hindrasta's target was Dian. True to her dragon nature, she ignored Maya and headed straight for the front door.

"Olicia! Olicia!"

After pounding on the door, Olicia came running to open it.

"What's the matter?"

"Is Professor Dian here?"

"No. He went out. Said he had an appointment."

"What appointment?"

"He said he was having dinner with the Head Professor of Theory."

"Hmm..."

Hindrasta stroked her chin thoughtfully. So they went into the city...

"Oh? Hello, Lady Knightley! Lady Merylda!"

Olicia greeted someone behind Hindrasta.

Turning around, she saw Knightley and Merylda approaching.

Merylda waved first.

"Sophie, hello. What are you doing here?"

"What about you two? Don't tell me you came to see Professor Dian?"

"Yes. We haven't seen him lately, so we came to say hello. I met Knightley on the way, so we came together."

"Professor Dian isn't here now. He went into the city with the Head Professor of Theory."

"Really? Then we'll have to come back another day..."

Seeing Merylda's disappointment, Hindrasta had a good idea.

"You two. Come here. I have something to tell you."

As Hindrasta whispered, Knightley snorted.

"What nonsense is this?"

"Damn it, I'm serious!"

Hindrasta angrily continued with determination.

"So if we follow Professor Dian now... and so on and so forth..."

Shortly after, the three female students reached some agreement, said goodbye to Olicia, and ran side by side toward the academy.

Priestess Maya secretly followed them, tiptoeing behind.

# # # # #

At the academy gate.

While I was waiting for Kaiden, it started to drizzle.

"Professor Dian."

Turning at the call, I saw Kaiden approaching gracefully.

He wasn't carrying an umbrella, but he wasn't getting wet at all. Looking closely, I could see an invisible barrier above his head blocking the rain. Magic, of course.

Despite the hot and humid weather, Kaiden wore his usual black robe and white shirt.

I've never seen him wear anything else.

"Aren't you hot in that?"

"Not at all. I'm using illusion magic to trick my body into feeling cool."

"I've been thinking about that—even if you're tricking yourself, aren't you still actually hot?"

"Is that so? I wouldn't know."

Kaiden smiled and tugged at my sleeve.

"Let's go."

We took a carriage into the city.

It was still hot, but the rainy streets of the capital had a certain romance to them.

I liked rainy days in my previous life too, so these medieval fantasy-style rainy streets were exactly to my taste.

Despite the rain, the streets were as bright and bustling as usual.

With over five hundred thousand residents in the imperial capital, every day was a hustle and bustle.

After stopping the carriage at a suitable spot, Kaiden led me toward a restaurant.

It was clearly an expensive-looking restaurant. Will this be okay?

Actually, thinking about it, Kaiden probably has more money than I do.

The reward the Imperial Castle gave us ten years ago was beyond imagination.

I've been unemployed in Brunswell for ten years, and I still haven't run out of money, which says it all.

With that kind of money, plus research funding from the magic tower, Kaiden shouldn't have any financial worries.

But suddenly, the back of my neck tingles. What's that?

I turned around but didn't see anything unusual.

"Professor Dian. Please come in. It's raining heavily."

"Right. Got it."

I turned back and followed Kaiden into the restaurant.

# # # # #

"Did they go in?"

Hindrasta, lying flat on the carriage seat, asked.

"They went in."

Merylda, peering through the gap in the carriage window curtains, answered.

"That was scary. He suddenly turned around."

As Hindrasta sighed with relief, Knightley irritably pushed her away.

"Can you move over now? Why are you so heavy? You're like a boulder!"

They had rented a carriage and were now tailing Kaiden and Dian.

All because of the shocking story Hindrasta had told earlier.

That Kaiden had cast illusion magic to prevent Hindrasta from approaching Dian.

Knightley and Merylda had initially countered with "He probably did that to stop you from barging in and bothering the professor," but Hindrasta disagreed.

"I think that Kaiden person is trying to monopolize Professor Dian."

"That's absurd! The professor is public property!"

And so, Knightley and Merylda had joined Hindrasta on this surveillance mission, horrified by the possibility.
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The restaurant's food was excellent with every course that came out.

However, Kaiden barely touched his food, only watching me eat.

"Aren't you eating?"

"I am eating. It's delicious."

Kaiden took a small taste with his fork and smiled with his eyes.

"Actually, I feel full just watching you enjoy your meal, Dian."

"You're not using illusion magic to trick yourself into feeling full, are you?"

"That's amusing."

Kaiden smiled gently.

"I've been wondering about something."

Kaiden tilted his head with a questioning look.

He always reacts that way whenever I'm about to ask something.

With his beautiful features, he gives the impression of an exquisite purebred cat.

It's no wonder people at the Academy were surprised about his gender when they first met him.

"Don't take this the wrong way."

"How could I? I'm prepared to happily accept even insults from you, Dian."

Just listen to him talk. His personality hasn't changed at all, just like his appearance.

"You're really a man, right?"

"Is that what you were curious about?"

Kaiden smiled.

"You've already confirmed that with your own eyes. Didn't we bathe together occasionally during our Task Force days?"

That's true. Both Linus and I had visually confirmed several times that Kaiden had male genitalia.

So we never questioned it further. Besides, back then, Kaiden couldn't even use illusion magic.

And in the original story, Kaiden was clearly described as male.

Though since he was characterized as a reclusive mage, there wasn't much about his past, so it could be a narrative trick—but why bother?

If it were a narrative trick, there should have been some revelation by the end, but there was none.

If he were a cross-dressing woman who never revealed her gender until the conclusion, there would be no need to include such a cumbersome element of hiding gender.

"Are you suspecting I might be using illusion magic?"

Kaiden tilted his head to the other side and smiled with his eyes.

"If you're really doubtful, I can let you confirm again. You can even touch if you'd like. Do as you please."

"Ah, no. I'll pass on that."

"Hehe."

Kaiden covered his mouth and laughed at my reaction. When he does that, he looks completely like a woman.

But something still feels off.

Ten years ago was one thing, but looking exactly the same now is strange.

Even the most youthful, beautiful man should show some changes due to hormones at his age.

Yet Kaiden, despite not being an elf, looks so identical he could have stepped out of yesterday.

When we met for the contest, I was only focused on evaluating his illusion magic and didn't think much about it.

"Then perhaps some magic that slows aging?"

"No such magic exists, Dian. You seem suspicious about my unchanged appearance."

Kaiden brushed his hair behind his ear as he spoke.

"Has someone been confusing you with claims that I'm hiding my true appearance with magic?"

"Nothing like that. I was just curious. It's fascinating."

"There's nothing fascinating about it. You also look just as handsome and impressive as you did ten years ago—enough to make my heart flutter."

"Ahaha... thank you."

"Anyway, regarding magic, I can't think of any reason why I would do such a thing."

Kaiden spoke softly.

"What benefit would I gain from magically maintaining my appearance from ten years ago? Preventing aging? But Dian, even after ten years, I've barely passed twenty. And though it's embarrassing to say myself, I don't think my appearance is so hideous that I need to hide it."

Kaiden placed a hand on his chest and gave a refreshingly sweet smile.

"Rather, why would I waste magical energy on something that only causes needless suspicion from you? Maintaining magic all day is extremely tiring for me too."

"Hmm..."

Kaiden reached out and took my hand.

"So please, Dian. Don't doubt me. You and I are old comrades who've survived numerous life-threatening situations together. And frankly, does it really matter whether I'm a man or a woman?"

"Hmm..."

"If you hear anyone around you casting suspicions about me, please ignore them. I have absolutely no reason to deceive you, and if I wanted to, I have plenty of methods that wouldn't raise any suspicion at all. As you know, I am a mage."

Kaiden's calm voice has a strange power to draw people in.

And when he counters so logically, I don't see much room to press further.

"Alright. I won't ask anymore."

"Thank you."

Kaiden gently patted my hand and asked.

"But who told you such things?"

"No one. I just felt that way on my own."

For some reason, I had a strong intuition that I shouldn't tell Kaiden the truth, so I made something up.

"I see."

As always, Kaiden accepted my answer without further questioning.

"I apologize for confusing you, Dian. But even if you doubt everything else, there is one thing that will never waver, never change, and always remain in the same place."

"What's that?"

"My respect, affection, and love for you."

Kaiden's hand tightened around mine.

"Always, from when I met you ten years ago until now, and forever into the future."

Kaiden's eyes curved like crescent moons.

# # # # #

"Oh! There they are, there they are!"

As Kaiden and Dian emerged from the restaurant, Hindrasta made a fuss while hiding herself below the window.

"They're going in a different direction. Shouldn't we follow them?"

As Merylda peeked through the curtain gap, Knightley kicked Hindrasta's backside as she lay prone.

"Hey, you. Are you sure about this? That the Head Professor of Theory is using magic to monopolize Professor Dian?"

"I'm telling you, it's true!"

"Why would the Head Professor of Theory do that?"

"Why? Because Professor Dian is obviously a good person that anyone would like!"

Hindrasta snapped.

"These days, I feel like I could die of happiness just seeing Professor Dian's face!"

"What...?"

Surprised by this unexpected confession, Merylda and Knightley looked at each other with dumbfounded expressions.

Indeed, Hindrasta had recently started to like Dian.

It began when he fought a dragon to recover her money.

Even without the blond-haired guy around, Dian had fought the dragon and managed to extract the money, allowing Hindrasta to feel at ease.

Since Dian could easily subdue the polymorphed Hindrasta by himself, it wouldn't have been strange if he had just ignored her request for help, given her a knock on the head, and told her to forget about the small sum.

Yet Dian had helped Hindrasta anyway.

"So I can't stand someone preventing others from approaching such a wonderful Professor Dian. Who does he think he is! Don't you agree?"

Without waiting for an answer, Hindrasta kicked open the carriage door and jumped out.

"Let's hurry and follow them! We'll lose them!"

The three students pushed past pedestrians, trailing behind Kaiden and Dian.

The two were walking and talking about something inaudible from this distance when they suddenly changed direction and entered an alley.

Afraid of losing sight of them, Hindrasta shoved people aside and rushed forward.

"Huh? What's this?"

Standing in front of the alley that Dian and Kaiden had entered, Hindrasta's eyes widened.

The alley was empty.

It was a straight path to the exit on the other side with nowhere to hide—how could they disappear in just a few seconds?

# # # # #

On the main street, Kaiden suddenly led me into an alley.

"Why are we coming here?"

"I told you earlier. I want to give you a gift today as thanks for everything."

Kaiden turned to face me and smiled.

"The gift is here?"

"Please close your eyes and turn around for a moment."

Feeling extremely suspicious, I closed my eyes and turned my back to Kaiden.

"You can open your eyes now."

When I turned around, I stared at Kaiden wordlessly for a moment.

"What do you think, Dian?"

Kaiden had transformed into a woman.

The usual black robe was gone, replaced by a white sleeveless turtleneck.

For some reason, he appeared much taller than usual, and with visible breasts—completely feminine.

What is this guy doing!?

"What do you think, Dian? Why aren't you saying anything?"

As I kept my mouth shut in disbelief, Kaiden gently urged me to respond.

"Perhaps this body type isn't to your liking? I see."

As soon as the words ended, Kaiden's breasts and hips grew even larger.

"I haven't forgotten you mentioned that Hindrasta's appearance was attractive. What do you think? Is this somewhat similar?"

Kaiden smiled while turning his body this way and that to show it off.

"I've always wanted to repay you for your help since your appointment. Tonight, spend time with me in this form, Dian. This is my gift."

Illusion magic.

A mysterious magic that distorts the target's five senses to make something feel real.

"Kaiden. Let me ask you something."

"Go ahead. Anything except about gender."

Kaiden smiled brightly.

"It's not about gender."

"Then what is it?"

"You. Who are you?"
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"Who am I, you ask?"

Kaiden tilted his head like a pedigree cat and smiled.

"I'm Kaiden. Dian's longtime comrade, Kaiden."

"I'm not asking because I don't know."

"Indeed. You're not dull enough to ask something so obvious."

Kaiden pretended to think, placing his slender index finger against his lips.

"Then what exactly are you curious about? Perhaps you're suspicious. About my appearance."

Kaiden spread his arms, revealing his transformed body.

"Since I can change my form at will, you probably think even the appearance you know is fake, don't you?"

"It's certainly within your capabilities."

"Then let's go back to the earlier question. Why would I do that?"

Kaiden smiled.

"What benefit would I gain from manipulating my body with magic? I'm only earning unnecessary suspicion from you, whom I respect and love dearly."

"Then why are you doing this now?"

"To show my gratitude to you, of course."

Kaiden folded his arms, accentuating his chest by drawing it inward.

"I was planning to grow old and die in the Illusion Magic Tower. There was no meaning for me to live outside. But you came and led me back into the world."

"That was just..."

"And even here at the Academy."

Kaiden cut me off and continued.

"You've helped me in every possible way. As a human, I believe one should naturally repay kindness. But what should I give you?"

Kaiden's eyes curved beautifully.

"I know you have no desire for wealth. The compensation from the Imperial Castle is more than enough to last a lifetime. You don't crave success or fame either. Otherwise, you wouldn't have secluded yourself in that distant port city."

Kaiden's black hair began to grow longer and change color.

It became pink twin-tails similar to Hindrasta's.

"But you're a man, so you must like women, right?"

Somehow, Kaiden had transformed into someone almost identical to Hindrasta in face and figure.

"You said Hindrasta was attractive, didn't you? Or perhaps..."

This time, his hair turned black again, his ears elongated, and his skin darkened.

"Is this more to your taste?"

Kaiden, now looking very similar to Kirrin, smiled.

"Just say the word. I'll prepare whatever you'd like to choose from."

"Hey, you bastard!"

I shouted in disgust at Kaiden's behavior.

"You're a man! I'm not attracted to you at all!!"

"Ah."

Kaiden pursed his lips into a round shape with a look of realization.

"Perhaps you prefer men? That would be quite fortunate."

Kaiden's body returned to its original form.

"Then I wouldn't even need to use magic, just..."

"AAAAARRRRGGGHHH!!"

Suddenly, with a loud shriek, Hindrasta appeared out of thin air.

Simultaneously, I felt as if an invisible large glass wall had shattered, and the noise from the street outside the alley began to be heard.

Come to think of it, when had the sounds stopped?

"Dian! Step back! Don't be deceived!!"

Hindrasta rushed past me and Kaiden, skidding to a halt and shattering the pavement.

"That sinister magician is trying to bewitch you!"

Hindrasta pointed at Kaiden and shouted viciously.

"Professor! Professor!"

From somewhere, Knightley and Merylda came running and grabbed my arms, shaking them frantically.

"Are you alright? Do you recognize us?"

"What's your name, Professor? How old are you? What academy do you attend? Do you remember anything at all?"

While being vigorously shaken by Knightley and Merylda, Hindrasta stood in front of me with her back turned, as if protecting me from Kaiden.

"Magician Kaiden! Stop messing with Professor Dian!"

Kaiden, who had somehow returned to his black robe attire, looked at the children with an interested expression.

"Student Sophie? And even Knightley and Merylda. What brings you all here at this hour?"

Kaiden smiled with his eyes.

"It's not even the weekend, and you're outside the Academy without a supervisor. That's problematic."

"You! You just cast a spell on Professor Dian!"

"What are you talking about? Being a magician doesn't mean I cast spells whenever I please."

"You did! You were using illusion magic to make it seem like there was nothing here!"

"That's right! If it weren't for Sophie, we wouldn't have known anyone was here!"

Merylda, still holding my arm, agreed.

"What's going on here, anyway?"

"Sophie broke through the magic with a headbutt," Knightley answered my question.

"She insisted you two would be here and charged forward."

Dragons are creatures born with powerful magic resistance.

Even polymorphed, a dragon's fundamental magic resistance would remain.

In that state, with firm suspicion, a body slam could potentially break an illusion spell.

The only way to avoid falling for illusion magic is to doubt it.

"That aside, why are you all here?"

"Sophie said she was magically manipulated by Professor Kaiden. We went to your house to tell you, but heard you'd gone out with Professor Kaiden, so we followed. We met Sophie along the way and came together. It certainly does seem suspicious."

Oh dear, what's this now?

"Kaiden! Are you trying to monopolize Professor Dian? That's unforgivable!"

Hindrasta fearlessly glared at Kaiden and shouted angrily.

"On what grounds is student Sophie making such claims?"

"You trapped me in a labyrinth with illusion magic and lured Professor Dian to this secluded alley to hide him! If that's not evidence, what is?!"

"I see."

Kaiden nodded.

"Sophie, it's true that I prevented you from going to the professor's office. But do you think I would do such an unfair thing without reason?"

Suddenly, a vision appeared before us showing Hindrasta and me entangled on the floor.

It was a scene where I tried to stop Hindrasta from rummaging through my room and eating whatever she wanted, and we fell.

"Gasp! What's this?!"

Knightley and Merylda were startled by what they saw.

"Student Sophie has recently been skipping classes and spending time in the professor's office without permission. She even caused trouble for the professor. As a professor myself, I considered it neglect of duty to ignore this, so I took measures."

As Kaiden explained calmly, Hindrasta clenched her fists.

"Don't be fooled! That's an illusion!"

"It is an illusion. But the scene itself is true. And it's also true that you caused trouble with your rude behavior in Professor Dian's room, isn't it? It's not wise to dismiss everything as an illusion, student Sophie."

"Whether it's true or not, is it right for a professor to cast spells on students?!"

"Would you have listened if I had just told you?"

Hindrasta closed her mouth. Given a dragon's nature, she couldn't lie.

"You see? It was a necessary measure. I am the Head Professor of Theory. I work for the Academy. I don't think using magic to ensure the Head Professor of Combat's working conditions and encourage student attendance deserves such public criticism."

Kaiden's voice was gentle, and his logic was flawless. There was no room for rebuttal.

Hindrasta was no match for Kaiden in debate.

"Then why did you use illusion magic here again?!"

Hindrasta shouted.

"Because I had a gift for Professor Dian. However, it was something that would be troublesome if others saw, so I concealed it."

"Now that I hear this, it does sound suspicious," Knightley said.

"Professor Kaiden, if it's a gift, you could just give it normally. Why bring Professor Dian all the way here and use magic? What could be so troublesome?"

"It's a highly personal matter, and I think it's inappropriate for you to interfere."

Kaiden continued with a smile.

"And if you want to argue, student Sophie should request a separate interview since she was the one affected by the magic. Breaking school rules by following professors and treating me like a villain is not right."

"Nonsense! You're trying to monopolize Professor Dian! Don't think I don't know!"

"Heh."

In response to Hindrasta's rebuttal, Kaiden covered his mouth and laughed softly.

"Monopolize? How amusing. I'm curious—even if I were to monopolize Professor Dian, would that be a problem? Is Professor Dian public property?"

"Yes, he is!"

Merylda objected.

"Professor Dian is someone we all love! No one can steal him away!"

"I see. So you all love Professor Dian too."

Kaiden smiled.

"That's how he is. Anyone who gets to know him can't help but fall for his charm."

After pausing briefly, Kaiden carefully examined each of the children and said:

"It was nothing special. I just needed to hide the item I wanted to give the professor in this secluded place with magic because it's at high risk of theft."

As Kaiden extended his hand from beneath his robe, something appeared with a brilliant radiance.

It was an ornament shaped like a sitting cat.

About a palm-sized, it was clearly made from a solid chunk of gold.

Both eyes were set with large rubies, and various jewels were scattered all over its body.

Anyone could immediately recognize its value—an extremely ornate and expensive-looking decoration.

Knightley and Merylda's eyes widened, and Hindrasta, who had a strong greed for valuables, looked ready to drool.

"You see? If I showed this in a public place, wouldn't it invite ill intentions? That's why."

Kaiden extended his hand, and the cat ornament floated through the air toward me.

"Please accept it, Professor Dian. I was just joking earlier. This is the real gift I wanted to give you."

The cat ornament settled in my hand.

The cat's ruby eyes seemed to be looking right at me.

What could this be?
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As I stared blankly at the cat, something felt strange about it.

Hindrasta stood still, staring intently at the cat figurine in my hand. Drool was dripping from her mouth.

"Wah?!"

When I quickly raised my hand to avoid Hindrasta who suddenly lunged at me, she howled like a zombie and shouted.

"Just once! Let me touch it just once!"

"Get a grip, Sophie!"

Despite Knightley and Merylda's attempts to hold her back, there was no way they could match Hindrasta's strength.

"Please, I'm begging you! Just let me touch that exquisite form once!"

True to a dragon's notorious weakness for precious treasures, Hindrasta was completely entranced by the cat ornament.

"Now, now, calm down. If you cause a commotion, I won't show it to you."

At that, Hindrasta miraculously stopped her frenzy and quieted down.

"Hueeeee..."

When I placed the cat ornament in her hand, Hindrasta stared at it intensely with a dazed expression, like a cat high on catnip.

"So iridescent... so beautiful..."

Kaiden, standing at a distance, smiled as he watched Hindrasta.

"Student Sophie. How do you know if it's real or not? Have you never considered that what's in your hand might not be a golden cat but cat droppings?"

Only then did Hindrasta snap back to her senses, startling as she quickly handed the cat ornament back to me.

"Do you have anything else to ask me? I was thinking we should head back to the Academy soon."

When Kaiden asked with a smile, Hindrasta pointed accusingly at him.

"The most important thing! Are you a woman or a man?!"

"How amusing."

Kaiden laughed.

"You claim it's the most important thing, yet ask something completely unimportant. I'm a man."

"Who would believe you're a man with a face like that?!"

"Should I undress to prove it to you? And even if I did, would you believe me?"

Kaiden spoke calmly.

"Once doubt begins, it has no end. No matter what definitive evidence is presented, the doubting continues until the object of suspicion is completely destroyed."

Hindrasta couldn't say anything in response.

"Very well, then. It seems we've cleared everything up."

Kaiden looked at all of us.

"I've already explained my valid reasons for casting magic on Sophie, and I came here with Professor Dian to give him a precious gift away from prying eyes. And just to clarify, the reason Professor Dian and I came to town alone after hours is because we've been close friends for ten years. Unlike you who've only known him for barely half a year."

There was nothing incorrect about any of that.

"Shall we head back now? What do you think, Professor Dian?"

"Yes. Let's go back for now."

As soon as the words were spoken, my vision seemed to distort strangely, and suddenly we were in front of the Academy gates.

"Gah?!"

The students looked like their souls had left their bodies from the sudden teleportation.

"I'll go in first. I don't want to cause any more unnecessary misunderstandings among the students."

Kaiden smiled while adjusting his robe.

"The cat I gave you has magic that dispels nightmares and helps you sleep soundly. Keep it in your bedroom. Make sure the cat's gaze is directed toward your bed."

"I understand."

"Rest well, everyone."

With those words, Kaiden disappeared in a flash of light.

After Kaiden vanished, Knightley and Merylda let out long sighs.

"Whew, that was suffocating."

"Being from the Demon King Assassination Task Force, his intimidating presence is no joke."

Meanwhile, Hindrasta was staring at the spot where Kaiden had disappeared with an extremely disgruntled expression.

"Hey, Sophie. There's something I want to ask you."

Knightley tapped Hindrasta's shoulder.

"Have you known Professor Dian from before?"

"Why are you asking that now?"

"Just got that feeling watching you talk earlier."

"That's none of your business."

Hindrasta answered curtly and then turned to me.

"We'll talk again later. Let's go, guys."

As Hindrasta pulled them away, the students said goodbye to me.

"Rest well, Professor."

"Take care."

# # # # #

"Seriously, what the hell."

While walking to the dormitory, Knightley scolded Hindrasta.

"How embarrassing was that? Demanding if an innocent professor is a man or woman. And it turns out you were the one doing weird things all along."

"Shut up."

Hindrasta snapped sharply.

"Do you actually believe what that magician said? Huh?"

"No reason not to. Like the Head Professor of Theory said, if you don't believe this, where do you draw the line? If you dismiss everything as illusion magic, then everything becomes fake and false."

Unable to argue with that logic, Hindrasta kept her mouth shut.

"You're lucky Kaiden let it slide. If he'd gone by the rules, we'd all have demerits. Not only did we leave the Academy without permission, but you were speaking informally to Professor Kaiden like it was nothing. At that point, would demerits have been the only issue? You might have faced disciplinary action too."

"Then I'd get expelled. Whatever."

Hindrasta said.

"I still find it suspicious. It's just my intuition."

"Maybe use that intuition to guess better answers on your written exams."

"Let's stop now."

Merylda intervened with a smile.

"It was all just misunderstandings. I feel uneasy about various things too, but there's nothing we can do about it right now."

Merylda linked arms with both Knightley and Hindrasta.

"Figuring out who Professor Kaiden is might be important, but shouldn't we focus on preparing for the end-of-term evaluations that are right in front of us?"

"Ugh..."

Knightley groaned.

The reason everyone had been hovering around Professor Dian lately was because of those end-of-term evaluations.

Normally it wouldn't have bothered her, but now she faced strong competitors—Hindrasta in practical skills and Merylda in written exams.

She was sick with anxiety about potentially not ranking first in each evaluation, yet here was one of those very competitors cheerfully saying "fighting!"

Still, while Knightley was arrogant and had strong self-esteem, she wasn't malicious by nature.

Though she felt rivalry, Merylda was still her friend.

In the Academy, Merylda and Hindrasta were the only two people Knightley considered true friends.

"You're right. Let's focus on doing well on the exams first, then worry about other things."

Knightley let out a deep sigh.

Unlike Knightley and Merylda, however, Hindrasta was still troubled by Kaiden.

As a dragon, she possessed a monster's intuition.

No matter how logically Kaiden explained things, she could sense some other motive beyond his words that was difficult to articulate.

What could it be? What on earth could it be?

The easiest explanation was that Kaiden was a woman hiding her gender. That she liked Dian romantically and was scheming to have him all to herself.

But that raised the obvious question of motive. Why hide her gender?

Did she dislike being a woman? If so, she should have disguised her appearance to look like a man. Right now, Kaiden was the epitome of femininity. More beautiful than most women, even.

Then what about this theory?

What if she pretended to be a man to get closer to Dian more easily?

Those two were in the Demon King Assassination Task Force together, so they must have spent the war years together.

They would have camped together, stayed at inns together—it would be less awkward to share a sleeping bag or bed if they were the same gender.

But that was ridiculous too.

What was the point of getting close by pretending to be a man?

Perhaps she planned to reveal at the right moment: "Actually, I was a woman all along. Can you forgive someone like me?"

After thinking about it from various angles, Hindrasta soon felt a terrible headache. The result of overusing her not-so-great brain.

No matter how she approached it, there were too many inconsistencies.

It might be easier to believe Kaiden was a sentient slime capable of using magic.

I don't know. My head hurts.

# # # # #

After sending the students away, I headed home alone, thinking about what had happened earlier.

In the end, nothing had changed, and everything Kaiden said was correct.

From the valid reasons for casting magic on Hindrasta to everything else—there was no room for objection.

Of course, if I really wanted to object, I could, but as Kaiden said, once doubt begins, it must be seen through to the end.

Especially since Kaiden is an illusion magician.

If I start saying "this isn't real either," then everything I see, hear, eat, touch, and smell could all be false.

Taken to the extreme, even events since meeting Kaiden could be illusions.

No, that can't be right. At the very least, I know what happens until the ending because I've read the original story.

But... what if even knowing the original story is an illusion? What if even my transmigration into a fantasy novel is an illusion?

What if there's no Hero Linus, no Four-Year War, no Academy?

Let's stop.

This kind of thinking leads nowhere.

After returning home, I immediately showered and lay in bed, carefully examining the golden cat.

The jewel-encrusted cat looked increasingly peculiar the more I looked at it. It almost seemed to be smiling like Kaiden.

So this was what he really wanted to give me.

Magic that dispels nightmares and helps you sleep soundly?

Isn't that more in the realm of divine power rather than magic?

The cat's gaze felt so real that I covered it with a towel before falling asleep.
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The next morning.

I woke up feeling not much different from usual.

Looking back, the golden cat on the nightstand was staring at me.

The towel I had draped over it had slipped off during the night and fallen to the floor.

Strange. I was certain I had turned it to face the other way.

As I looked at the cat, I decided to take it to the professor's office.

No matter how I looked at it, the cat's face and eyes resembled Kaiden too much, which made me uncomfortable.

I stuffed the cat into my pocket and left the house.

# # # # #

Today marks the beginning of the end-of-term evaluations.

They will be conducted over three days, followed by a short one-week summer break.

Students will all go home, while professors must stay behind to prepare for the next semester.

Kirrin presided over the general faculty meeting.

Instructions were issued to conduct evaluations fairly, thoroughly, and according to plan.

Kaiden, sitting across from me, stared at me with a peculiar smile throughout the meeting.

Ismera, at the head seat, glared at Kaiden with disapproval.

"Principal, how are you feeling?"

After the meeting ended, I approached Kirrin, who smiled with a somewhat pale face.

"I'm fine. Back then, I was just nervous because Kaiden was there..."

Kirrin suddenly stopped speaking and pressed her lips tightly together.

Her complexion looked poor, as if she might throw up again.

"See you later!"

Covering her mouth, Kirrin hastily fled down the corridor.

"Professor Dian."

I turned around to find Kaiden looking up at me from behind.

"Since evaluations start today, shall we patrol the examination halls together?"

"That would be problematic, Head Professor of Theory," Ismera interjected.

"Please go to your respective department's examination hall. I will oversee both sides."

"Of course. How sensible of you."

Kaiden complied with a smiling gaze.

"Then, good luck to everyone."

As Kaiden turned and walked away, Ismera, who had been glaring at him, turned to me.

"Mister. I heard you went into town with that person yesterday?"

"I did."

"And now he wants to spend the entire day with you."

"That's right."

"Did he suggest living together too?"

"He didn't say anything like that."

"This is suspicious."

Ismera crossed her arms with a displeased expression.

"Smart people can deceive those less intelligent than themselves more easily than drinking cold soup, if they put their minds to it."

"But is there anyone smarter than Kaiden?"

"How could there be? He's an Archmage. Of the three currently alive, two are old men on their deathbeds, so he's essentially the only active one. Perhaps only the Imperial Chief Magician comes close."

Come to think of it, there was the Chief Magician of the Imperial Magic Department.

He had previously asked me to persuade Kaiden to join the Magic Department.

As Ismera said, the most outstanding magician in the Empire after Kaiden and those elderly mages on their last legs would be him.

During the war, at the Imperial Defense Operation against the Demon King's large forces advancing on Kalvasar Plains.

While we were disrupting the rear, the magicians poured magic onto the plains, and I heard that almost half of those spells were cast by the current Chief Magician.

"Mister."

Ismera called out to me as I was lost in thought.

"Don't get too close to Professor Kaiden. It's not jealousy or anything like that—he's genuinely suspicious."

At that moment, Kaiden, who had been walking away, looked back at us with a subtle smile.

"That gives me the creeps," Ismera whispered quietly so he couldn't hear.

# # # # #

The evaluations proceeded smoothly.

With Ismera's leadership, whose official authority had strengthened since becoming Vice Principal, we prepared step by step, and with Kaiden joining in at the end, it could be described as nearly perfect.

My role wasn't significant.

The combat professors under me were already authorities in their subjects—professionals of a different caliber compared to someone like me who just went around putting on strength shows with Linus.

As Head Professor, the most helpful thing I could do was to sign the incoming paperwork without complaint rather than trying to assert myself.

So that's what I did, and the result was a shower of praise from Kirrin and Ismera.

Kirrin publicly extolled how truly amazing I was, while I scratched my head and said it was all thanks to the subject professors.

As for Ismera, she rolled her eyes at me in public but showered me with kisses in private when no one was around.

Anyway, for these reasons, the evaluations proceeded steadily, and I just wandered around the examination hall with a practice wooden sword as usual.

I wondered if I really deserved to be paid for this.

I was able to meet the kids at the examination hall.

Hindrasta wore an extremely bored and tedious expression.

Despite her expression, she achieved remarkable results in all practical evaluation subjects. Being a dragon, that was only natural.

I didn't expect much from Merylda since she was physically awkward, and predictably, she received poor scores. However, she would make up for it all in the theory evaluations.

I was shocked when I saw Knightley.

"You, what's wrong with you?!"

"It's nothing..."

Knightley's skin was originally smooth and glossy like most noble young ladies.

But now, her complexion resembled cement mix. If covered with a white cloth, she could be mistaken for a corpse.

"She's afraid she won't be top of the class this time," Hindrasta explained to me.

She had been preparing for the exams without proper sleep, worried about falling behind Hindrasta in combat and Merylda in theory.

Since both Hindrasta and Merylda were specialized in one area, Knightley would dominate in total points anyway, but apparently even that wasn't acceptable to her.

Well, what can you do? You can't change someone's personality.

Time passed, and on the final day of the final evaluation.

The evaluations were completed by noon, and the afternoon was free time.

However, free time only applied to students—for us faculty, the real work was just beginning.

Finalizing scores, verifying them, ranking students—there was so much to do.

But again, I had nothing to do, so I left the department meeting room alone.

I would only be in the way if I stayed, so it was better to vacate my seat and just sign the final reports later.

Maybe I should buy some snacks for the hardworking kids?

As I was leaving the main building, I suddenly felt strange and looked around.

But I couldn't see anything.

What was that? How odd.

As I was about to continue walking, I felt the sensation again and turned around with certainty.

Something was flickering in that corner.

I couldn't see the form clearly, but the background visible through its outline was distorted, suggesting an invisibility spell.

"If you have something to say, come out and say it."

"Professor."

The voice revealed none other than the Imperial Chief Magician, appearing faintly.

Still only half-visible, appearing somewhat like mist, the Chief Magician spoke.

"Let's talk in a separate space."

The presence of such a high-ranking official here, using invisibility magic like a thief, was clearly because of Kaiden.

Kaiden would dislike the Chief Magician coming here.

"This way, please."

Curious about why he had come, I guided him to the Head Professor's office.

"Thank you."

Only after entering the room did the Chief Magician dispel his magic and fully reveal himself.

"What brings you here? Sneaking into the academy so secretly."

"Please excuse me for getting straight to the point as time is limited."

The Chief Magician spoke with some urgency.

"Have you spoken with Kaiden? About joining the Magic Department?"

"No, not yet. It's been busy with the end-of-term evaluations."

"I see..."

A shadow fell across the Chief Magician's face.

"Don't tell me... you infiltrated like this just to ask about that? Or is there another reason?"

"There's nothing else. It's just that it's been quite a while since I mentioned it, and there's been no news..."

Looking at the Chief Magician hanging his head, I felt incredulous.

This man is truly obsessed with Kaiden.

"Is Kaiden enjoying it here?"

"Unfortunately, yes. He shows no signs of wanting to transfer elsewhere."

"I see... Indeed, unless Kaiden is somewhere with Professor Dian..."

The Chief Magician stopped mid-sentence and stared intently at something.

Following his gaze, I saw the golden cat I had placed on the bookshelf.

The cat was looking in our direction.

Wait a minute. Did I place it at that angle?

"What is that?"

"A gift from Kaiden. He said it helps with sleep, but it hasn't had much effect..."

Before I could finish, the Chief Magician strode over and picked up the golden cat.

"Damn it all..."

After examining it closely, the Chief Magician muttered a curse under his breath.

"Professor. This... is a surveillance spell."

The Chief Magician turned to me and said.

"What?"

"It means the caster can share the vision of whatever direction this object is facing."

"Then you're saying..."

"Kaiden is watching everything happening here right now."

As he finished speaking, the golden cat suddenly lost its form and began to melt away.
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The golden cat slipped through the Archmage's fingers like slime and dropped to the floor with a plop.

The golden liquid that fell to the floor immediately evaporated with a strange hissing sound amid wisps of steam.

"Kaiden is destroying the evidence. I never imagined something like this existed..."

The Archmage withdrew his hand with an extremely troubled expression.

"I should leave now. I apologize, Professor. For barging in so suddenly and now departing just as abruptly."

"Ah, yes. Well... I don't mind..."

"Then, goodbye."

The Archmage hastily disappeared with a swish of his robe.

Left alone, I crouched down and ran my hand over the spot where the golden liquid had fallen.

There was no trace of any liquid-like sensation. It had evaporated completely.

What was that?

Gold melts, sure. But can gems melt like water too? And can they evaporate like this?

I'd never heard or seen anything like it.

So was the golden cat Kaiden gave me not made of metal or mineral?

And what? It had surveillance magic cast on it? Kaiden has been watching everything?

"Dian."

Just then, I heard a knock at the door. It was Kaiden.

When I opened the door, Kaiden looked up at me with a smile.

"Dian. Did something happen?"

"Something happen?"

Unable to discern his intentions, I played dumb. Kaiden gave a peculiar smile and peered into the room by leaning his head past me.

"The anti-loss spell on the golden cat was severed."

"Anti-loss spell...?"

"It's such a valuable item that I placed a spell to prevent it from being lost or stolen. I forgot to reconnect it to you. But suddenly the magical response disappeared, so I rushed over wondering if something unfortunate had happened."

After a moment of silence, I answered.

"Nothing happened."

"Is that so? Then I must have made a mistake with my spell. Please give me the golden cat. I'll recast the spell for you."

But that golden cat has already melted and disappeared.

When I didn't say anything, Kaiden vanished from before my eyes.

Sensing his presence, I turned around to find Kaiden had somehow entered the room and was now staring at the spot where the golden cat had melted away.

"How strange."

As Kaiden extended his hand, sparkling dust began to rise from the empty floor.

"For the golden cat to melt away like that. This is no ordinary occurrence. It seems some powerful magic was at work."

After glancing at me once, Kaiden moved his hand through the air as if caressing something.

"The Archmage was here."

Kaiden spoke with a subtle smile.

"I can feel his magical wavelength. Did he have business with you?"

As I was about to say something, Kaiden raised his index finger as if telling me to be quiet.

"Let me guess. He probably asked you to convince me to join the Imperial Magic Department. Then he must have noticed the magic cast on the golden cat."

Kaiden stroked his chin.

"Did he ask about the origin of the golden cat? Being the kind person you are, you surely told him it was a gift from me."

Kaiden's smile widened as he observed my expression.

"It seems my guess was correct."

"Was it really surveillance magic?"

"Surveillance magic? Absolutely not."

Kaiden laughed and shook his head.

"The Archmage probably told you that. That I cast surveillance magic. Then he melted the golden cat with his own magic and slandered me, claiming I was destroying evidence. In reality, he did it out of intense jealousy that I gave you a gift. Since you're not a mage, you wouldn't be able to tell the difference anyway."

After looking at my face once more, Kaiden asked:

"Are you doubting me?"

"I wonder."

"I am a Grand Mage, Dian. If I truly wanted to spy on you, I wouldn't need to resort to such cumbersome methods."

Kaiden gave a faint laugh.

"Besides, I see you every day like this, so there's no reason for me to do that."

I said nothing and just stared at Kaiden.

Whose words were true?

The Archmage said the golden cat had surveillance magic cast on it, and when discovered, Kaiden evaporated the entire cat to destroy the evidence.

Kaiden claimed what was cast on the golden cat was an anti-loss spell, and the Archmage destroyed it out of simple jealousy.

It seems Kaiden is lying.

If Kaiden's claim were true, the sequence of the Archmage's actions would be wrong.

He should have first heard me say the golden cat was a gift from Kaiden, then lied about the surveillance magic before making it evaporate.

Why would he grab the golden cat without even knowing whether Kaiden gave it to me or not? Doubtful.

Perhaps he thought Kaiden was the only mage at the Special Mission Academy, not a magic school, and therefore assumed any magic on precious metals would naturally be Kaiden's doing.

But placing anti-loss spells on luxury items isn't rare.

The wealthy often commission such spells at great expense, so it's unreasonable to think the Archmage would immediately suspect Kaiden cast a spell on a gold piece studded with jewels.

I could have bought the golden cat with magic as an option.

Meanwhile, Kaiden is extremely suspicious.

I can understand giving something incredibly expensive as a token of gratitude, but if he cast a spell on it, shouldn't he have told me?

And earlier, when he asked for the golden cat at the door and I didn't answer quickly, he immediately teleported to where the cat had evaporated.

As if he knew everything from the beginning.

Kaiden is lying.

"Dian. You're doubting me, aren't you?"

Kaiden smiled gently.

"Who do you believe right now? Me, your comrade who depended on each other for survival in the hell of the battlefield, who ended ten long years of seclusion and returned to the world for your sake? Or the Archmage whom you've only briefly met and exchanged a few words with?"

"You, of course."

I answered with a smile.

"I see."

Kaiden's smile widened.

"I also believe that you believe in me. Nothing can ever break what's between us."

"Of course not."

"Good, Dian."

Kaiden smiled with eyes as pretty as a purebred cat's.

"Then let's go have lunch."

# # # # #

Deep into the night, past midnight, at the Imperial Magic Department.

The Archmage remained alone in his office, not having gone home.

The Imperial Magic Department typically has such an enormous workload that the concept of "going home" is rather vague.

So the Archmage being here at this hour wasn't particularly unusual.

However, it was rare to see him sitting alone, chin in hand, tapping his fingers on the desk.

Normally, he would return after a quick dinner and immerse himself in work.

The Archmage was thinking about his visit to the Academy today and his meeting with Professor Dian.

The golden cat in Professor Dian's room had magic cast on it.

At first, he thought it was simply an anti-theft spell commonly placed on precious metals.

But the wavelength was far too weak for that.

Anti-theft spells typically have very strong wavelengths since they need to alert the owner immediately if the item moves away or is displaced.

Such a weak wavelength meant it was deliberately intended to be subtle—but why?

Focusing more on the wavelength, the Archmage realized it wasn't an anti-theft spell but surveillance magic.

It was so meticulously hidden that an ordinary mage wouldn't even notice magic was present.

So the Archmage suspected Kaiden and questioned him, confirming that the golden cat was indeed a gift from Kaiden to Professor Dian.

The cat melting away the moment he mentioned the surveillance magic was Kaiden's trick.

He must have eliminated the evidence to deny it to Professor Dian later.

The Archmage recalled an incident from a few years ago.

As post-war reconstruction was nearing completion, everyone was looking for opportunities to fight for continental hegemony again.

The Archmage had gone to the Illusion Magic Tower to strengthen the Empire's magical warfare capabilities.

He went to bring Kaiden to the Magic Department.

But Kaiden had said he was looking for someone. That he couldn't do anything else.

He said this person could have had the world but abandoned everything and disappeared.

The Archmage now suspected this person was Professor Dian.

If so, everything made sense.

The person who made Kaiden abandon his ten years of seclusion overnight.

If that was the case, then Kaiden was...

"Archmage."

Startled by the sudden voice, the Archmage turned his head.

Kaiden was standing right in front of his desk.

"K-Kaiden...? How?! There are defensive spells in place...!"

"You went to the Academy today, didn't you? I heard you asked Professor Dian to convince me to join the Magic Department."

The Archmage remained silent.

Not because he had no excuse, but because his mouth wouldn't move.

"Mmph, mmph!"

"By what authority are you trying to separate me from Dian?"

Kaiden smiled.

"You know very well you have no such authority."

"Mmph!"

"My place is by Dian's side. Not here at the Magic Department."

Kaiden looked around the office with a smile.

"I'll leave the Magic Department intact since eliminating it might negatively affect Dian. The same goes for you, Archmage. If you suddenly 'evaporated,' Dian would suspect me."

Kaiden reached out and lightly touched the Archmage's cheek.

"Never approach Dian again to interfere with our relationship."

The Archmage instinctively recoiled as an incredibly cold energy emanated from Kaiden's fingertips.

"Though you won't be able to do so anyway."

Kaiden disappeared.

The Archmage, his mouth still bound, frantically tried to summon his magic power while breathing heavily through his nose.

He wanted to activate the alarm spell to alert others that the defenses had been breached and there had been an intruder.

But for some reason, his magic wouldn't respond.

The panicked Archmage tried to summon his power several times, but to no avail.

Suddenly, he recalled Kaiden's parting words:

"Though you won't be able to do so anyway."

C-could it be... he sealed my magic...?!

# # # # #

That night.

Lying on the roof of the main building, I slowly opened my eyes.

I felt the aftereffects of magic from the Theory Head Professor's office.

The magical wavelength transmitted through the walls felt like teleportation.

Not to the dormitory. Outside the Academy.

The direction was roughly northeast. Not precise.

Normally I would have ignored it without suspicion, but with focused attention, I could detect this much easily.

Of course, Kaiden, if you had known I was watching you from here, you could have hidden your magical wavelength just as well.

But you didn't know I was here. I concealed my presence and silenced my breathing.

So you cast your spell without any precautions or defenses.

Late at night, without even the moon in the sky.

Well past midnight, where are you going?

You were a trusted comrade to whom I entrusted my life.

I trusted you as much as you claimed to trust me.

Even when I had questions, I dismissed them as the realm of a Grand Mage that an ordinary person like me couldn't understand.

Meeting you again after ten years, I never imagined you would deceive me.

It's contradictory to suspect something you firmly believe cannot happen.

But now I know for certain. There's something going on.

I trusted you because I believed in you, but now I can no longer trust you, Kaiden.
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My suspicion toward Kaiden grows stronger.

At first, I had no doubts whatsoever.

Kaiden was a party member who appeared in the original story. That's why I risked my life to go to his hideout and drag him out by the collar.

After recruiting him to the task force, Kaiden diligently fulfilled his role and ultimately provided great help in reaching a safe ending.

When we met again after ten years, Kaiden was holed up in the Illusion Magic Tower, focused on recreating Earth as I had occasionally described it to him.

When I asked for help with the competition, he readily agreed just as he had ten years ago, and through negotiations with the Security Office, he was appointed as Head Professor at the Academy.

Up to this point, there were no issues and not the slightest reason for suspicion.

But the problems began after he came to the Academy.

There are several things I've noticed personally, plus the suspicions of Ismera and Hindrasta.

Especially his behavior in town recently and the matter with the Chief Magician.

Changing his body into a female form as a "gift" for me was beyond common sense, even if it was meant as a joke.

That guy is hiding something.

But no matter how much I rack my brain, I can't find any "physical evidence" or "motive."

There's this vague, unsettling feeling in my chest, but no way to explain it precisely.

Kaiden is one of only three Grand Magicians in the current era.

He somehow figured out I came from another world just by being perceptive, and after hearing only fragmentary explanations, he perfectly recreated Earth's major cities inside the Illusion Magic Tower.

As the Chief Magician said, if he went to the Imperial Magic Department, he could advance the continent's civilization by leaps and bounds.

Even calling him a genius would be an understatement for Kaiden.

For such an extraordinary magician, deceiving a few people at a small academy would be easier than breathing.

Suddenly, an outlandish suspicion crossed my mind.

What if Kaiden... isn't human?

Even in the original story, Kaiden's past was never clearly revealed.

Everything was explained with a single sentence: there was a reclusive magician who had been obsessed with magic since ancient times.

Perhaps Kaiden could be a polymorphed dragon?

Once I started doubting everything, paradoxically, everything started to make sense.

Then I remembered the book I'd taken from the White Dragon Tarkanik's nest.

Kaiden's notebook with nothing written in it.

I'd meant to give it to him when he came to the Academy but kept forgetting.

I got up from bed, rummaged through my drawer, and pulled out the notebook.

The signature "Kaiden Blakir" is clearly visible, but nothing else is written on the pages.

Just in case, I held it up to the lamplight, but nothing appeared. What could it be?

Maybe it would reveal something under UV light? But such things don't exist in this world.

I wonder if it's really just an empty notebook, but something feels off about it.

Maybe I should ask Orendi.

"Well, I'm not sure," Orendi said.

After flipping through the notebook, she shrugged.

"If there were any magic cast on it, I should feel some vibrations, but I don't feel anything. Though it could be that my skills aren't advanced enough to detect it."

Orendi handed the notebook back to me.

"But what's this signature here? Is this actually Professor Kaiden's possession?"

"I received it as a gift. He has a knack for surprising people, so I'm wondering if he's cast some kind of prank spell on it."

"If that's the case, you should visit the Imperial Chief Magician. If Professor Kaiden deliberately concealed magic in this, probably only someone of that caliber could find it."

Fortunately, Orendi didn't seem particularly suspicious.

So she's suggesting I visit the Chief Magician.

That person would also be curious about Kaiden, so I should show them this notebook and check if there's any hidden content.

By some inexplicable intuition, I felt I needed to discover the notebook's secret before returning it to Kaiden.

After work, I took a carriage to the Imperial Castle.

The Magic Department staff work overtime constantly, so I should be able to meet the Chief Magician even now.

"I'm sorry, but you cannot visit at this time."

However, unlike usual, I couldn't enter the castle. The guards blocked my way.

"May I ask why?"

"The Chief Magician is not in a position to meet outsiders. More precisely, the position is vacant."

"What? Vacant? I met him just a few days ago. What suddenly happened?"

"I cannot provide further details."

I see. So Kaiden came here that night.

I turned the carriage around and headed straight for Linus's house.

I have a hunch. I should discuss this with Linus.

# # # # #

"Dian? What brings you here at this hour?"

"Let's talk inside. Is Celine here?"

As I entered the house with Linus, Celine came out to greet me.

"Sorry for coming so late. I have something urgent to discuss."

I told Linus and Celine everything that had happened regarding Kaiden.

"Hmm..."

The information seemed quite shocking—Linus remained silent while Celine's eyes widened in surprise.

"Regarding the Imperial Magician," Linus finally spoke.

"Something unfortunate happened. He suddenly lost the ability to use magic."

"Lost the ability to use magic?"

"Exactly. He's become unable to manipulate magical energy. When questioned about what happened, he can't even communicate through writing."

"I see. That's serious."

"The Magic Department seems to believe the Chief Magician stumbled at 'the threshold of Grand Magician' and failed."

'The threshold of Grand Magician' is a concept similar to a mental breakdown.

It's a kind of magical side effect where a highly trained magician fails just before reaching the Grand Magician level, causing everything to collapse.

This is why there are rarely more than three people simultaneously called Grand Magicians in any era.

"What's the evidence for 'the threshold' theory? There's no external interference?"

"The castle and Magic Department have multiple layers of defensive magic for security, and there's no sign of breach."

"Then Kaiden did it."

Linus questioned my assertion.

"What's your evidence?"

"I was suspicious and kept an eye on Kaiden. He teleported outside the Academy in the middle of the night."

"That's flimsy. The motive is also unclear."

"As for motive, I have a guess. The Chief Magician asked me to send Kaiden to the Magic Department. Kaiden didn't like that."

"Based on everything you've said, that does seem plausible."

Linus nodded slowly.

"But we can't arbitrarily designate Kaiden as a suspect without any physical evidence. The motive is also vague. Above all, Kaiden is not the same person we knew ten years ago. He's a Grand Magician. The Imperial Castle won't act on mere suspicion."

I see. Then we'll have to resolve this ourselves.

"Linus, I recently acquired something interesting."

I pulled out Kaiden's notebook from my pocket.

"I got this from a dragon's nest. It has Kaiden's signature on it, but there's nothing written inside."

Linus examined the notebook, turning it over in his hands.

"Our Academy magician said that if Kaiden cast a spell on it, only the Imperial Chief Magician would be able to identify it, which is why I tried to visit him."

"So you're saying this notebook might be Kaiden's secret memoir? Something that could potentially explain his recent suspicious behavior?"

"I just have a feeling it might be."

"There is definitely something strange about this," Celine said.

"None of us knows clearly about Kaiden's past or upbringing. After the war, he immediately secluded himself in the Illusion Magic Tower, so the only time we actually spent with Kaiden was during the Demon King Assassination Task Force."

"That's right."

"Even then, Kaiden rarely spoke and showed almost no emotional changes. It was impossible to know what he was thinking."

Celine looked at Linus and me, hesitating slightly before speaking.

"I think Kaiden might have feelings for you. Not as a colleague or comrade, but, um..."

"You mean homosexuality? But from what Dian has told us, it might not be that simple."

Linus said.

"If he can change his body at will, then we don't even know Kaiden's true gender right now. Isn't that right?"

"Yes, exactly. And that's what's suspicious. Why hide it? What's false and what's true? Once you start questioning, there's no end to it."

"The core issue isn't whether Kaiden is male or female, or whether he likes Dian. It's Kaiden's true intentions."

Linus looked at me with serious eyes.

"Dian, since your days as a junior soldier, you've led me through countless dangers with your almost prophetic judgment. The same was true during our task force days. So I believe your instincts about Kaiden aren't wrong. I support you no matter what."

"So do I," Celine agreed.

"Dian, you've never been wrong when you've told us what to do. If you say go, I'll follow you even into a hail of fire."

"Thank you both for believing in me."

"And after hearing your story, I think there might be a way to learn about this notebook."

Linus pulled the notebook toward himself.

"I'll keep this for now. You should return to the Academy and act as usual. I'll contact you separately."

"No, if there's a way, let's find out right now."

"Right now?"

Linus seemed slightly taken aback.

"Isn't the Academy busy with the end of the semester?"

"The professors handle that. I have nothing to do."

"A man of leisure even there, I see."

Linus smiled faintly before nodding seriously.

"You're right, Dian. Once suspicion begins, we should see it through to the end. Very well. Let's go right away."
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In the middle of the night.

Linus and I galloped across the Kalvasar plains, each on our own horse.

We couldn't use a carriage because it wouldn't give us the speed we needed.

The horses Linus raised at home were all of excellent breed, cutting through the wind and pushing forward with powerful strides.

Riding like this with Linus reminds me of ten years ago.

After achieving consecutive military accomplishments, we caught the attention of the Imperial Castle and were promptly promoted to officers.

From then on, we became members of the special task force, carrying out various operations just the two of us.

We performed diverse missions from assassinating key figures to sabotage and terrorism.

Around the time we were beating up Hindrasta, who had been disrupting battlefields without distinguishing between friend and foe, Rormane received an oracle.

It was a divine revelation that five humans would gather to kill the Demon King—in other words, to form the Hero's Party.

The Imperial Castle appointed Linus and me as the first members of the Demon King Assassination Task Force and ordered us to find the remaining three members.

Even before Rormane received her oracle, I had candidates in mind.

Celine, a hunter from the northern nomadic tribes; Rormane, the priestess who received the oracle; and Kaiden, a reclusive mage.

If all went well, I would recruit these three as in the original story, go after the Demon King, and achieve the ending I wanted.

However, despite knowing the original story, there were many twists and turns.

There's always a huge gap between knowing something intellectually and actually doing it.

Just because you have a map doesn't mean you can easily cross mountains and rivers, right?

We found Rormane in a remote mountain village in the dead of winter and brought her to the Imperial Castle.

We managed to recruit her after beating her predecessor, who had stolen the oracle, to the brink of death to make him confess.

Actually, we had some minor conflicts with the Order during that process.

Since she was an Oracle Priest, she was under the strict protection of holy knights, and we had to break through them.

At first, the Order was furious and demanded payment for the broken main gate and the holy knights' medical expenses, but they withdrew all claims after learning the truth.

As for Celine, we nearly died in a shower of arrows as soon as we entered the northern territory.

Celine's tribe had been betrayed by the first Emperor and driven to the harsh north, inheriting hatred for the Empire across generations.

So when Imperial special agents came to take their daughter, they went berserk.

Fortunately, Rormane deployed a holy barrier that barely blocked the arrows, allowing us to enter the north.

As Rormane treated patients who were dying due to poor medical conditions, we gradually opened their hearts.

Additionally, Celine fell for Linus's kind and righteous heart, which helped convince her father, and we successfully recruited her.

The last one was Kaiden.

After countless mages telling us, "Ah, yes, I think I've heard of that. But I don't know exactly," we finally found his hideout halfway up a barren dormant volcano.

What greeted us there were attack spells of unimaginable intensity, coming from directions we couldn't even pinpoint.

If it weren't for Celine's beast-like instincts, we would have been roasted alive on the spot.

Somehow blocking and dodging, we managed to enter the hideout and successfully recruited Kaiden.

Thus, as prophesied, the five of us were assembled, and the Demon King Assassination Task Force officially began its mission.

From then on, our only goal was to take the Demon King's head.

But even that wasn't easy.

If it had been easy, we could have just asked Kaiden to open a dimensional gate near the Demon King's castle and Linus and I could have stormed in.

Since that wasn't possible, we struggled and suffered for over half a year.

There's something called the suspension bridge effect.

When you're in an anxious and dangerous environment with someone, you develop stronger feelings for them.

That's how it was for us.

The five of us bonded so strongly that we would have given our lives for each other.

Of course, Rormane did engage in some eccentric behavior along the way, but in the end, all five of us survived and managed to kill the Demon King.

That's why I trusted Kaiden.

Just like the other companions who followed me into danger trusting me, Kaiden trusted me, and so I trusted him in return.

I accepted whatever Kaiden did without any doubt.

But now, Kaiden isn't the Kaiden I knew.

I'm suspending my trust in him and intend to uncover what he's thinking.

If it's something I can understand, I'll let it go as always, but if not...

"Dian. We're almost there."

Linus began to slow his horse.

Looking around, I noticed the eastern sky was beginning to brighten.

After riding all night without rest, we arrived at a deep forest northeast of Kalvasar.

This forest lies along the route Ismera took when she left for the Great Forest.

At the edge of the forest, several crows were circling, looking down at us.

One of them began to descend rapidly.

"He-ro! Li-nuuuuus!!"

The crow suddenly spoke as it flew alongside the slowly riding Linus?!

"What the hell?!"

"It's a crow, Dian. Can't you tell?"

"It's a talking crow!"

"He-ro! Li-nuuuuuus!! Who is thaaaat persooooon!!"

The crow squawked loudly, ignoring our conversation.

"This is Dian. He was a member of the Demon King Assassination Task Force who disappeared after the war, and he's my closest friend."

"Your busi-neeeeeess!!"

"I have something to ask. It's about Archmage Kaiden."

"Fol-low meeeeeeeeeeee!!!!!"

The crow flew ahead of us into the forest.

"What's going on, Linus? What's with that crow?"

"It's the Archmage's messenger."

"Archmage?"

"Another Archmage lives in this forest. I plan to show him the notebook and seek his advice."

* * * * *

"Secretary General!"

"Yes?"

Rormane, who had been looking out the window at dawn, turned her head.

A high priest had entered without her noticing and was looking at her with concerned eyes.

"Are you alright?"

"When did you come in?"

"I kept knocking, but there was no answer. Today is the day of the Security Office's visit."

"Ah... that's right..."

Rormane smiled weakly as she moved away from the window.

"I'm sorry. My mind was elsewhere for a moment."

"You're so busy. Perhaps you should occasionally delegate minor tasks to the acolyte priests and take some time for yourself."

"Thank you for the advice. But for now, let's deal with the immediate matters."

"Understood. I'll tell them to come in."

As the high priest left, Rormane let out a soft sigh.

Since her visit to the Academy, Rormane had been spacing out like this several times a day.

Her original purpose had been to check what kind of woman Ismera was.

She learned that Ismera was an admirable person who suited Dian well, and as she had decided, she bid farewell to Dian.

Due to the karma of what she had done ten years ago, Dian still avoided her, and anyway, now that she had become Secretary General, she couldn't simply take off her priestly robes as she pleased.

One way or another, Rormane could never be by Dian's side for life, so she wanted to end things cleanly and beautifully.

But no matter how firmly she had made up her mind, emotions that had built up and solidified for over ten years wouldn't easily disappear.

She had fallen for Dian, who had pulled her out of the gutter and saved her life, and had vowed to dedicate everything to him. During the ten years when his whereabouts were unknown, she had missed him every moment.

So it was impossible to completely forget Dian with just one moment of resolve.

Moreover, Dian was still within a carriage ride's distance.

No, no. Get a grip!

Rormane shook her head vigorously.

If I keep hovering around, it will only trouble Dian.

If there's nothing I can do no matter how hard I struggle, it's better for Dian to continue thinking of me as a bad woman.

That's the right path for both Dian and me.

"Greetings, Secretary General."

Just then, a man entered and greeted her.

He was the personal aide to the 2nd Princess, the head of the Imperial Security Office, who had requested an audience.

"Welcome. It's been a while."

Sitting across from each other on the sofa, the aide and Rormane exchanged formal greetings before getting to the point.

"Secretary General. Regarding what the Security Office mentioned to you previously."

A few months ago, the Security Office had shared some top-secret intelligence with the Order.

It concerned a dark mage whom the Security Office had been persistently tracking.

He was suspected of providing strategic advice and using evil sorcery to rapidly strengthen the Demon King's forces before the Four-Year War.

As a result, he was listed as a Class 1 war criminal after the war, but his whereabouts remained unknown for ten years until a recent lead was found.

Rormane was already aware of this.

The Demon King Assassination Task Force had also been ordered to capture and kill this mage.

"We found his hideout, but it seems we were a bit late."

"Late?"

"According to what the task force members confirmed at the scene, he appears to be already dead. They visually confirmed the corpse."

Rormane nodded slowly in understanding.

"Dark magic gradually consumes the body each time it's used. He probably died when his body's life force was completely depleted due to those side effects."

"We suspect the same. Therefore, we need to recover the body and investigate his hideout..."

"You'll need holy purification."

Dark energy, due to its unique nature, doesn't easily dissipate and remains, turning the area into a land of death where no living being can survive.

"Could you possibly provide us with a priest?"

After a moment's consideration, Rormane responded to the aide's request.

"I'll go myself."

"You'll go personally, Secretary General?"

The aide asked, somewhat surprised.

"There's no need for you to do that..."

"If it's a dark mage who has troubled the Security Office for ten years, his dark energy must be very powerful. It would be better for me to go and purify it than to send a few mediocre priests."

"You're right. If you could do that, we would be very grateful."

The aide bowed his head.

But Rormane had another reason for this.

The high priest had suggested earlier that she take some time for herself.

Rormane saw this as an opportunity to clear her head and forget about Dian.

After all, going outside and getting some fresh air is better for changing one's mood than staying cooped up inside looking at documents.
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A chilly wind blew, scattering the hem of Rormane's nun habit.

While the base of the mountain was in the heat of summer, this place still felt like late winter.

Was it because of the high altitude? Or perhaps due to the terrain or geographical conditions?

As Rormane, she had no specialized knowledge to determine the cause.

Summer will only arrive here in a few months.

Perhaps it might never come at all.

Rormane thought this while gazing at the snow accumulated on the peak.

"Are you finding it difficult?" asked the Task Force Captain, turning around as he climbed the slope a few steps ahead.

"I'm fine. It's refreshing to hike after such a long time."

"You're impressive. As expected of someone from the Demon King Assassination Task Force. As your junior, I can't help but admire you."

"Thank you. Though I find it somewhat embarrassing."

Despite smiling, Rormane felt uneasy.

The person this man should be showing respect to isn't me, but Lord Dian.

I'm receiving undeserved treatment riding on Lord Dian's achievements. This isn't right.

Everyone on the continent should know about Lord Dian.

But Lord Dian doesn't want that...

Truly an extraordinary person.

He's no less remarkable than any of the saints enshrined in the Great Temple's hall.

Lord Dian deserves to be canonized.

Throughout history, many saints have performed incredible miracles, but they pale in comparison to Lord Dian's deeds.

Lord Dian saved the continent, millions of lives, this entire world.

No saint has ever performed such widespread salvation.

Not even God.

God said He would create the world and come to save it when the time was right.

But Lord Dian has already provided salvation.

He is more noble than a God who merely threatens punishment.

Lord Dian is God.

Rormane, the Secretary General and one of the highest-ranking officials in the Order, worshipped Dian instead of God.

She prayed to Lord Dian, not to God.

She fervently hoped that when she died, she would return to Lord Dian, not God.

Linus is also a hero who killed the Demon King, but he's different from Lord Dian.

Lord Linus didn't save my life.

So my God is Lord Dian.

"Secretary General. Please be careful from here on."

The Task Force Captain's words snapped Rormane out of her thoughts.

The slope had gradually become gentler, and a desolate gravel field stretched before them.

And scattered across the gravel field were countless skeletons.

Even a rough count revealed at least several hundred.

The bones were twice the size of human bones, and the skulls had horns similar to mountain goats.

"These are demon bones. Please follow the marked path carefully to avoid getting pierced by the bones."

The Task Force Captain guided Rormane through a passage cleared by the advance team.

As they passed through, Rormane carefully examined the scattered bones.

"Why are there demon bones here? And so many of them?"

"I'm not entirely sure, but if I had to guess, it was probably internal conflict."

The Task Force Captain answered while stepping over small bones.

"The Black Mage cooperated with the Demon King before the war. But during the actual conflict, he never appeared publicly. Even when the Intelligence Agency deployed all task force members, they couldn't find any trace of him."

"That's right. We also received elimination orders but failed."

"And ten years later, this place was discovered. As you can see, the bones aren't in good condition. We estimate they died about ten years ago."

"I understand. So they were collaborating before the war, but some conflict arose after it began."

"Exactly. It's clear that a major battle took place here. What we need to find out now is why they turned against each other, whether the Black Mage is truly dead inside, and if so, when he died. Of course, we can only discover all this by entering the hideout contaminated with black magic."

After leaving the bone-filled passage, they came upon a large tent serving as headquarters, with armed task force members standing guard.

When the famous Secretary General of the Order appeared, the task force members whispered among themselves, glancing at Rormane.

"This way, please."

The Task Force Captain led Rormane to an observation post set up in front of the headquarters.

"Anything new?"

"No unusual activity, sir. Target remains unchanged."

The task force member who had been monitoring through a tripod-mounted telescope moved aside.

"Take a look. That's the hideout."

Rormane put her eye to the telescope.

Through the slightly blurry convex lens, she could see a shabby stone house located between rocky peaks.

It was barely more than a hut, built with stones gathered from the surroundings instead of bricks, with a wooden roof hastily placed on top.

Something was hanging over the narrow window, designed to block the high-altitude wind.

It was a skeleton. However, the distance was too great to determine its exact form.

"I've seen enough. That thing hanging there is suspicious."

"I'd like to get closer, but it seems a holy purification is in order first."

"Understood. Let's proceed."

Holy power swirled up from beneath Rormane's feet, enveloping her entire body.

After the whirlwind dissipated above her head...

"Ohhh!"

The task force members exclaimed in admiration as Rormane's body began to shine with a brilliant golden light.

"Everyone stay here. Contact with black magic is irreversible."

"Will you be alright alone?"

"Nothing can harm me in my current state."

Rormane left the task force members behind and walked alone toward the Black Mage's hideout.

Golden footprints appeared and faded along her path.

On the way to the stone house, more demon corpses were scattered about.

The stench of black magic was already overwhelming, suggesting they had succumbed to it while climbing.

Black magic consumes the caster's body, contaminates the surroundings, and eventually creates a land of death that drives everything to ruin.

Perhaps the skeleton hanging in the window was the last of the Demon King's soldiers who survived until the end and attempted to enter the hideout.

I'll start purifying from here.

Holy power spread rapidly from Rormane's feet, drawing golden lines to the left and right.

As Rormane continued walking, the lines of holy power advanced, beginning to purify the land contaminated by black magic.

After purifying the heavily settled black magic, Rormane reached the stone house and confirmed that the skeleton had horns on its head.

Not the Black Mage's remains, but a demon's.

Rormane opened the old door of the stone house and entered.

The interior was dark without sunlight, but Rormane's holy power quickly illuminated it like daylight.

Nothing particularly special was visible.

A small fireplace covered with ash, a few chipped dishes, an overturned chair with a broken leg and table, and some rags that might have been clothes.

If not for the demon army's bones outside, it would have been just an ordinary abandoned house deep in the mountains.

But this couldn't be all.

Such a small house wouldn't have warranted an attack by so many troops, and the Black Mage wouldn't have gone to the trouble of killing all those demons just to protect a few trinkets.

There must be something more.

Something they desperately fought to take and protect.

Rormane carefully examined the interior of the stone house.

Everything her gaze touched began to shimmer with a golden outline.

And then, a rectangular golden frame appeared on an otherwise empty wall.

A clever illusion, invisible to the eye but detectable through holy power.

Approaching it, Rormane extended her golden hand.

Like a door opening, the empty space slid aside, revealing a pitch-black space of unknown depth.

Rormane bent down and entered.

Nothing could harm Rormane while she temporarily wielded divine power.

The pitch-black interior brightened with Rormane's light.

Damp stone walls and corridors stretched endlessly.

With bars on both sides, it resembled an underground prison.

What could this place be?

Avoiding puddles of unidentifiable liquid, Rormane walked to the bars and peered inside.

"Gasp!"

Rormane's face turned pale at what she saw behind the bars.

# # # # #

"Ahem."

I cleared my throat while looking at Linus.

However, Linus didn't react and quietly sipped his tea.

"AHEM!!"

"Just drink your tea."

"That old lady... she keeps staring at me?"

"It's because you're handsome."

"Sigh, even so. Her gaze is too intense..."

I lifted my teacup to hide my face.

This is a cozy cottage.

According to Linus, it belongs to one of the three great mages existing in this era.

And that great mage, the owner of this house, is a wrinkled old woman whose age is impossible to determine.

That very old woman staring intently at me from across the table.

She looks exactly like the aged witch from "Howl's Moving Castle."

She had a crow perched on her shoulder—the same crow that had guided us here.

When we entered the house, the crow suddenly squawked, "Make teaaaaaa!" giving orders out of nowhere.

So we brewed tea, sat down to drink it, and that's how we got to this point.

During all this time, the old woman hasn't said a single word. Perhaps she's too old to speak anymore?

If that's the case, haven't we come here for nothing? Maybe we should look for another great mage instead.

But what if that mage is also an ancient old man who looks like he could die any moment?

While I was pondering this, the crow on the old woman's shoulder suddenly spoke.

"What business do you haaaaaaave!! Hero, Li, nus, aaaaaaack!!"

"It's about the mage Kaiden. You know him, don't you?"

Linus responded naturally to the crow's question.

Is the crow speaking on behalf of the old woman? Or is the crow the actual being? I can't tell what's what.

"Kaaaaaaaaaiden!! Of courseeeee!!"

The crow squawked.

"Black magiiiiiiic! Kaideeeeeen!!"
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At first, I stared at Linus without saying a word.

The crows were cawing so loudly that I couldn't properly understand what he said.

"What did you say?"

"He's a dark mage."

"Who is?"

"Kaiden."

Linus and I stared blankly at each other.

"A dark mage? You mean that dark magic?"

"It seems so."

"That's absurd. Could it be a different Kaiden?"

"KAAAAAAIDENNN! BLAKIIIIRRR!"

The crow screeched as we continued our stupid conversation.

"There's a signaturrrre!"

The crow pointed to Kaiden's signature in the notebook with its wing.

"Only one with that naaame! Only one Kaiden Blakiiirr!"

"Grandmother, so you're saying the Kaiden Blakir you know is the only dark mage with that name? The same Kaiden who killed the Demon King with us?"

"I don't know if that Kaiden is your Kaidennn! But there's only one dark mage named Kaiden Blakiiirr!"

Two hypotheses.

First, there are coincidentally two people named Kaiden Blakir, but the old woman only knows the dark mage Kaiden.

Second, they are the same person.

"Could you describe what this dark mage Kaiden looks like? Does he have short black hair, pale skin, and look like a young girl?"

"That's right! A cunning and wicked dark maaaage!"

I looked at Linus. His face showed bewilderment, and mine probably looked the same.

A third hypothesis.

The Kaiden we know is impersonating Kaiden Blakir, even mimicking his appearance.

But why? And there's something I need to confirm here.

"Grandmother, how long have you known this dark mage Kaiden Blakir?"

"Fifty yeeeears!"

"You've known him for fifty years?"

"That's riiiight!"

"Fifty years ago, he looked like what I just described? But Kaiden still looks almost the same now?"

"Evil dark maaaage!"

The crow screeched.

"Necromancyyy! Undead! Body modificatiooon! Life force draaaain!"

So there are various possibilities with dark magic—necromancy, undead, body modification, life force drain. Essentially, something like a lich.

But even so, something doesn't make logical sense.

"Great Mage, could you be mistaken? Kaiden Blakir was our comrade who killed the Demon King with us ten years ago. He then secluded himself in the Illusion Magic Tower and is now an academy professor. I find it hard to understand how he could be a dark mage."

"Demon King killeeer! Illusion Magic Toweeer! Academyyy!"

The crow cawed.

"Impossible! Dark magic corrupts everything around it and consumes life—it's filthy magiiic!"

The crow is right.

If Kaiden had been a dark mage, all of us who traveled with him throughout the war should have died before long.

Could Rormane's holy power have protected us?

No. That's nonsense.

Holy power is the antithesis of dark magic. Kaiden should have fled, unable to withstand it.

Linus pointed this out as well.

"But one of our companions was a holy priest. A dark mage couldn't have endured the holy power residing in the priest's body."

"I don't knooow!"

The crow answered.

"How would I know about thaaaat! Anyway, Kaiden Blakir is a dark maaaage!"

"They say there are three Great Mages in this era. You, another one, and Kaiden. Just these three. Haven't you met recently?"

"Not friendlyyy! And how could that dark mage Kaiden be a Great Maaaage!"

The crow, seemingly angry, fidgeted on the Great Mage's shoulder.

"Dian, this person has no interest in the world. She doesn't even know that Kaiden is revered as a Great Mage in society. I was the one who told her about the war and the Demon King's death."

"I see. This is... confusing."

Based on our conversation so far, the most likely possibility is that the current Kaiden is impersonating the dark mage Kaiden.

But even that doesn't make sense.

What benefit could there be in impersonating a dark mage? None at all.

"Let's set that aside for now. Please undo the magic on this. I think there might be secrets about Kaiden Blakir in here."

I held out Kaiden's notebook, but the crow didn't respond.

Looking closer, I realized the Great Mage had fallen asleep, her eyes closed, snoring softly.

The crow, which had been spouting incredible things just moments ago, was now just tilting its head like an ordinary bird.

So the crow wasn't the main entity—the mage was speaking through the crow's mouth.

Looking at her, I noticed her lips were curled inward, probably because she was so old that all her teeth had fallen out, making it difficult to pronounce properly.

By the way, how does such an old woman living alone in the forest manage her household?

I don't know. She probably uses magic. But that's not the issue here.

"She fell asleep."

"She seems to have exhausted herself from talking so much after a long time."

Linus stood up.

"She'll probably wake up soon. Let's get some fresh air, Dian."

Outside the hut, the summer insect sounds pierced our ears.

We had arrived here in the late morning, but the sun was already climbing toward its zenith.

However, the trees were so lush that their shade covered the entire hut, keeping it relatively cool for now.

"I thought we'd find some clues by coming here."

Linus spoke, hands on his hips, looking at the sky beyond the shade.

"But things have only become more complicated."

His face seemed to have aged nearly five years during our brief conversation.

"I know. Who would have expected a dark mage to suddenly enter the picture?"

"I wish there were clues in that notebook."

After those words, we silently gazed at the forest.

Then something occurred to me.

"Hey, do you remember? Ten years ago. The arrest warrant."

"The arrest warrant..."

After thinking for a moment, Linus nodded.

"It was an order to execute a dark mage collaborating with the Demon King's army. I remember. But why bring that up suddenly...?"

Linus trailed off, then asked:

"Are you suggesting that dark mage was the Kaiden Blakir the Great Mage mentioned?"

"I have no evidence, but I just have that feeling. If that Kaiden is the Kaiden we know, everything would make sense."

At that time, the Imperial Castle had obtained intelligence about a dark mage who had greatly strengthened the Demon King's forces since before the war, and mobilized all available special forces.

We also received those orders but ultimately failed.

If the two Kaidens were the same person, it would make sense that we couldn't find him.

"But there's still something that doesn't add up."

"The fact that we weren't affected by dark magic."

"Exactly. Dark magic isn't something that can be artificially concealed. Corrupting the surroundings is inevitable."

But no matter how much we discuss this between ourselves, we won't find the answer.

We'll just have to wait for the old Great Mage to wake up again.

"I resent iiiiit!"

Suddenly, the crow's cry came from inside the hut.

Startled, Linus and I rushed back inside.

When we entered, the Great Mage was already awake, and the crow was standing on the table.

It was stepping on Kaiden's notebook.

"I resent the dark magiiic!"

Without even looking at us, the crow continued cawing.

"I resent the parents who bore me like thiiis! I resent the world that abandoned meeee!"

Could it be... is it decoding the notebook?!

"What sin did I commit to be born as a cursed beiiing!"

The crow continued to shout.

# # # # #

I resent it.

I resent the dark magic.

I resent the parents who bore me like this. I resent the world that abandoned me.

What sin did I commit to be born as a cursed being?

I was born this way.

The dark magic that came into the world with me killed my parents and my siblings.

The places where I stayed became lands of death where no life could flourish.

People not only avoided me but drove me away and tried to kill me.

I don't understand.

I didn't choose to become a dark mage. It wasn't my fault.

I didn't kill the people around me. The dark magic did that.

Why is that my fault? Why should I be hated?

I want to die. I'd rather just die.

But I can't even die.

This terrible dark magic doesn't even allow me to take my own life as I please.

I can't stab my heart or throat with a blade. I don't die even if I fall from high places.

Even if I suffer agonizing injuries that bring me to the brink of death, the dark magic eventually saves me.

To meticulously consume my life force until I die naturally.

I left the city.

Because I couldn't live there anymore.

I went far away. To a place where no human foot would tread.

To a place where no one would blame or curse me even if the cursed dark magic corrupted everything around me.

I built a hut in the barren mountains and lived there.

It was painful.

I was always cold and hungry.

But above all, the greatest pain was loneliness. Loneliness.

They say humans cannot live alone.

But I'm not human—I'm a hideous monster.

So why do I feel loneliness?

I don't want to be lonely.

But I saw no way to overcome my situation.

As I sank into a heavy, thick despair from which I couldn't escape, anger toward the world gradually began to grow.

It's not my fault. Becoming a dark mage wasn't my fault.

I didn't kill anyone. It all happened because they were contaminated by dark magic.

Then suddenly, such a thought occurred to me.

Isn't it less unfair to do something deserving of contempt than to be despised without having done anything wrong?

That's when it began.

When I started researching destructive attack magic.

Let's overturn this entire world.

Then there would be nothing left to point fingers at me or throw stones.

Let's do that.

Then one day.

Creatures with horns on their heads came looking for me.

Saying they wanted to overturn this world and needed my help.
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They were demons.

One of the demons who came to find me introduced himself as the Demon King.

He was a fairly young man with bright, intelligent eyes.

I couldn't help but shrink back at his aura, so different from my own miserable existence.

The Demon King said he could no longer bear to see his people suffering and was secretly gathering forces.

He declared that while demons were weak when scattered, they could become stronger than anything in the world when united, and could overturn the world order.

I couldn't believe it.

Demons were a minority race scattered across the continent.

They were people who lived difficult lives, facing discrimination and persecution because of their strange, alien appearance that reminded others of devils.

Such people overturn the world? And they need my help?

I couldn't understand.

Neither why a minority race would attempt something so grand, nor why they would need help from someone cursed with black magic like me.

If you're different from the majority, isn't it natural that all you can do is hide away in the mountains like I did?

The minority can't defeat the majority. It's impossible.

So I didn't believe them.

Once when I had sneaked into a village for supplies, I'd overheard something.

The Empire was purging undesirable elements like black mages.

Perhaps these demons were hired to kill me.

Demons, as a discriminated race, might have to do such dirty work just to survive.

It made no sense.

If they knew my location, they could have killed me from afar with attack magic.

But at that time, I had been alone in the mountains for so long, my mind clouded with hatred and anger toward the world.

So I planned to kill them.

Four demons had come to find me. I could instantly kill them with my curse.

"It's not our fault."

As I gathered black magic in my hand hidden behind my back, the Demon King spoke.

"Being born with horns isn't our fault. It's not our fault that our horns resemble those of devils."

In that moment, I saw myself in the Demon King.

'It's not my fault. Being born a black mage isn't my fault.'

Living in contempt because you were born different.

Being pointed at for wrongs you never committed, facing death threats, living as a fugitive.

They and I were alike.

But there was one difference: I was wasting away in these mountains, consuming myself.

While that Demon King was growing stronger, acting with conviction in his ideals.

I... I want that too.

I wanted to die, but in truth, I don't want to die.

I don't want to go mad cursing my innate nature.

I want to overcome everything and rise up like him.

"So please help us, Black Mage. Let's overturn the world together."

Even as he suffered a nosebleed from exposure to my strong black magic, the Demon King's eyes shone with conviction.

In that moment, seeing those eyes.

For the first time in my life, my heart trembled.

An emotion I thought I'd never experience until death.

How... how could this happen to me...? This is... a miracle...

# # # # #

After that day, I cooperated with the Demon King.

The Demon King asked me to create biological weapons or something similar to bolster his army's strength.

I thought I would join him on the front lines...

But then again, my black magic would cause more harm to our allies. I understand.

It's fine. I can do anything for the Demon King.

As the Demon King requested, I began researching how to create biological weapons.

At first, I conceived of bombs that would contain black magic and explode at specific times.

But no matter what methods I tried, I couldn't fully transfer the black magic from my body to another object.

Black magic is a unique power that circulates like blood in one's innate body.

This cursed power could not be moved from my body to anywhere else, no matter what I tried.

I decided to change my approach.

If I couldn't bestow black magic, I would instead create an intelligent golem capable of pure physical strength or magic.

I'd heard that some advanced mages occasionally create such high-level golems to assist with research or send them to battlefields.

I could do it too.

There's no point in confining myself within the limitations of being a black mage.

Like the Demon King, like the one I love, I need to break out of my shell.

But this too was no easy task.

Having never attended a magic university, mimicking pure magic was difficult for me.

"Still no progress, I see."

The Demon King, visiting for the first time since our initial meeting, was visibly disappointed.

His expression and tone terrified me.

What if he abandoned me because I couldn't produce results?

I clutched his cloak and begged.

I promised to show him something by his next visit, so please wait.

After the Demon King left, I researched without eating or sleeping.

But the golems I created kept crumbling, so I began kidnapping children from nearby villages.

Perhaps I needed to properly mix actual bones and flesh from living beings.

Corpses piled up in the underground space of the stone house, and I grew increasingly desolate.

The stench of rotting bodies was unbearable, and repeated research failures amplified my fear of being abandoned by the Demon King.

That absolutely cannot happen... It can't... Somehow... somehow I'll please him...

# # # # #

After numerous failures, I finally succeeded.

I created a golem that wouldn't crumble and possessed intelligence.

The answer was slime.

Grinding up children's bodies had been the wrong approach.

Seeing slimes living in the mountains near my stone house, I brought one and mixed it with my materials.

The slime's viscosity allowed the golem to maintain its form as it rose.

Not only that, but it retained the slime's properties, allowing it to freely change its appearance.

I mixed in my blood and hair, along with a strand of the Demon King's hair.

It was a precious single strand I had carefully gathered from the floor after his visit to my hideout.

After completing all procedures, I molded the golem's appearance.

A small figure with pale skin. A young girl with short black hair.

A face that resembled both me and the Demon King.

Finally, I breathed black magic into it, and the golem slowly opened its eyes and looked up at me.

"Mother...?"

Those were the golem's first words.

# # # # #

The crow continued deciphering the notes.

Linus and I listened to the end, forgetting even to breathe.

Shock after shock. A tsunami of endless revelations crashed over us.

"This is the end—SQUAWK!!"

The crow closed its beak after deciphering the very last part of the notes.

The Grand Magician had fallen asleep again, nodding off.

A cold silence descended.

Neither of us could bring ourselves to speak.

After a long while, Linus finally broke the silence.

"Dian. I think... we should go back to the Academy."

"Yes, we should."

The Grand Magician didn't stir as we rose from our chairs.

We bowed our heads to the sleeping magician before heading outside.

# # # # #

Meanwhile, at the black mage's hideout.

"Secretary General! What happened?"

The task force captain asked as he saw Rormane rushing down from the stone house.

"The Academy! To the Academy! A carriage! Quickly!"

Rormane shouted urgently instead of answering.

"Pardon? A carriage? The one you arrived in is down there, but—"

Rormane paused, thinking.

A carriage would be too slow in this mountainous terrain.

Looking around, Rormane pointed at a horse standing idly nearby.

"May I ride that?"

"Ah, yes. But that's a warhorse, so it might be difficult for you to—Whoa?!"

The task force members exclaimed in admiration as Rormane mounted the horse in one swift motion.

"Until I return, absolutely no one is to approach that stone house! Enter and you'll die instantly from black magic poisoning!"

"Understood. But you should tell us what's inside—"

Before the captain could finish, Rormane spurred the horse forward.

Galloping down the steep slope, Rormane recalled the horrific scene inside the stone house.

Piles of fragmented bones. All from children, judging by their size.

A large cutting board dried with blood and a rusty butcher's knife.

Massive grinding stones and hooks that one dared not imagine what they had been used for.

And...

Bizarre body parts scattered everywhere...

They weren't living things.

They were made of stone, clay, and various other materials.

There, Rormane had seen the heads rolling around.

All with Kaiden's face...

# # # # #

A leaf fluttered in through the open window on the breeze.

Kaiden, sitting in a chair, reached out and caught it.

"I see. So that's it."

Kaiden held the leaf to his ear and smiled faintly.

"Dian has gone to see the Grand Magician."

After releasing the leaf back out the window, Kaiden leaned back in his chair.

As expected, Dian is remarkable.

It seems he's already figured something out about me.

Riding back urgently on horseback?

If it's the righteous Dian, he's probably not coming to forgive me.

I should prepare to welcome him.

As Kaiden closed his eyes, illusion magic spread out from his body.
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In the distance, the night view of Kalvasar Island unfolds.

After running without rest from the Great Mage's Forest, we've finally entered the Kalvasar Plains.

"Just a little more," I encouraged.

I patted the horse's neck, and it snorted as if responding.

As I galloped fiercely across the plains, I thought about what had happened earlier.

It wasn't a blank notebook but Kaiden's diary.

One he had magically hidden from everyone's sight.

I have no idea how it ended up in the dragon's nest.

But that's not what matters now.

The contents written in the diary were beyond imagination.

I'm a transmigrator who has read the entire original story. However, such details were never mentioned in the original work.

Perhaps these were background settings the author never revealed in the main text?

I don't know.

Only Kaiden would know the whole truth.

And right now, Kaiden is there at the Academy.

Somehow, I have a feeling he's waiting for me.

"I'm sorry!"

"Waaah! Are you crazy?!"

As we entered the city, people jumped to either side of the road in surprise.

"Oh! It's Sir Linus!"

When someone recognized Linus's face, people began to cheer.

"Sir Linus! Where are you going?"

"Has the Demon King revived somewhere again?!"

Leaving the people's cheers behind, Linus and I galloped so hard the cobblestones nearly shattered beneath us.

Soon, the Academy's main gate appeared ahead.

The Academy still looked peaceful, as if nothing had happened.

But that was my misconception.

The moment we passed through the main gate—

"Huh?!"

Linus gasped and pulled his horse to a stop.

HONNNNNK!

With a blaring horn, a car zoomed right past us.

More cars followed, stopping in front of us.

"What are you doing?! Get out of the way!!"

A driver leaned out of his window and hurled insults at us.

"W-what is this?"

Linus stared at it with a confused expression.

"Back up, Linus. Get onto the sidewalk."

I dismounted and pulled the reins, leading the horse onto the sidewalk.

Passersby gave us suspicious looks and quietly moved aside.

Following me onto the sidewalk, Linus gaped as he looked around.

"What is this place...?"

Skyscrapers reaching impossibly high, traffic lights, crowds of pedestrians, cars, noisy music from shopping districts.

Linus's eyes filled with bewilderment at all of it.

"Dian. Where are we? Is this another world? Did Kaiden open a dimensional gate at the Academy entrance?"

"It's not another world. It's illusion magic."

"Illusion magic?! This?! Talk sense!"

Linus raised his voice.

"I've never heard of illusion magic that can create such a perfect different world. Even Kaiden couldn't do this!"

"He can. I saw it at the Illusion Magic Tower."

The Illusion Magic Tower, where I first went to meet Kaiden for the competition.

There, Kaiden had created an illusion just like this.

A perfect illusion indistinguishable from a major city on Earth.

An illusion Kaiden created by extrapolating from my stories alone, despite never having seen a city himself.

With his extraordinary intellect, Kaiden figured out I was from another world not long after joining the special task force.

"So that's what it was... How did Kaiden even imagine something like this...?"

"Let's find Kaiden first. Seeing how much effort he put into this, I doubt he'll dispel the illusion easily."

"Alright. But where exactly should we go?"

Linus looked around helplessly.

Both the roads with speeding cars and sidewalks packed with people were unfamiliar to him.

"Wait a bit. When that turns blue, the cars will stop."

"What? What turns what and does what?"

Just then, the pedestrian signal turned green, and all the cars stopped at the line.

"Let's cross."

I led the horse into the bike lane.

I know horses are classified as vehicles, but what happens if you don't ride them? I'm not sure.

Since I never rode horses on Earth, I'll just think of it like a bicycle.

"What's going on, Dian?! How do you know all this?!"

Linus asked, following behind me.

"Hurry up. We need to cross before the signal changes."

As we reached the other side, the pedestrian signal turned red, and the cars started moving again.

Linus grabbed my shoulder.

"Why do you know all this so well?"

"This is a different world, Linus."

"Of course it's different! It's illusion magic."

"It's illusion magic, yes. A perfect recreation of another world that actually exists."

"So that means..."

Linus trailed off.

"You're saying... this is what the world you came from looks like?"

Earlier, when the Great Mage decoded Kaiden's diary.

Coincidentally, it contained everything, including how he realized I came from another world.

The crow recited it all without filtering anything.

I can still vividly recall Linus's face when he heard those words.

"Didn't you find it strange? How I knew everything in advance?"

"I naturally assumed you had precognitive abilities."

"I never meant to deceive you. I just didn't want to confuse you when you needed to focus on killing the Demon King..."

"No."

Linus cut me off.

"It's alright, Dian. Whether you came from another world or knew the future or didn't tell me about it, it doesn't matter."

His grip on my shoulder tightened.

"Nothing changes. You're still my friend, and that's an unchangeable fact."

"Linus..."

"You said your knowledge of the future ended with killing the Demon King, right? But even ten years later, you're still helping me. So you're my friend, no matter what you are. Isn't that right, Dian?"

Linus smiled with a serious expression.

"So don't worry about it at all, Dian! Right now, finding Kaiden is our priority!"

"Yeah. Thanks."

Linus. This guy is a true hero.

Not like those trash protagonists who ignore the original story and act recklessly, or lack communication skills and resolve, turning small misunderstandings into big ones, or subvert clichés only to become detestable, or lack social skills and voluntarily become pushovers while harboring dark revenge fantasies.

He's the real deal.

Among the flood of incompetent hero trash, he shines as a genuine hero, almost forgotten now.

Although I helped him because he was the original protagonist, I'm truly fortunate to have Linus as a friend.

"By the way..."

Linus looked around.

"I have no idea where Kaiden might be. I've never seen so many buildings and people before."

This is the heart of a bustling metropolis.

As Linus said, even if Kaiden were watching us from one of these buildings, we'd never find him.

But I don't plan to search building by building.

This world is created from illusion, not reality.

While everything might be false, I must be real.

"Let's cut through it."

"What?"

"Draw your sword, Linus. Let's slice through it."

"But I don't have a sword."

Looking back, I saw nothing attached to Linus's waist.

Come to think of it, we're both unarmed.

Looking around, I spotted something and ran toward it.

"I'll borrow this for a moment."

"Huh?! What are you doing?! Give that back!"

I entered a restaurant and snatched a knife before coming back out.

"Here."

"How are we supposed to cut anything with such a small knife?"

Linus asked, examining the small knife.

"We're not cutting with the knife. We'll cut with our aura. The knife is just a conduit."

Understanding dawned on Linus's face.

"I get it. Let's do this."

Linus and I stood in the middle of the street.

As we summoned our aura, the asphalt beneath us began to crack.

Kaiden, this guy. He crafted the illusion so meticulously that it allows interaction. Impressive.

"You're still alive and kicking, Dian!"

Linus laughed as he watched me channel my aura through the knife to create an invisible blade.

"Doesn't this remind you of when we stood before the Demon King's castle?"

"It does. We were just like this."

"Let's go all out!"

Linus gripped his aura blade and took his stance.

The overwhelming energy emanating from Linus's body made my hair stand on end.

"Ready, Dian!"    "Let's go!"

We sprang forward and slashed through the air simultaneously.

The shockwave of our aura caused buildings to collapse and cars to fly around like paper.

At the same time, an invisible barrier split open, briefly revealing what lay beyond.

The illusion barrier!

[Both of you are impressive.]

Suddenly, Kaiden's voice echoed as the split barrier healed itself.

"Kaiden! Where are you? Show yourself!"

Linus shouted.

[If you're going to be so terrifying, I'm too scared to come out.]

Suddenly, I felt an indescribable, chilling sensation.

Looking up, I could see an enormous concentration of magical power forming between the buildings.

"Attack magic!"

Just as Linus and I threw ourselves aside, a sphere of magical energy shot toward us like a bullet, devastating the area.

The impact from the explosion sent me flying dozens of meters, rolling across the ground.

Surprisingly, Kaiden's attack magic had grown even stronger than it was ten years ago.

If we took a direct hit at this level, there wouldn't be enough left of us to bury!

"Dian! Over there!"

Linus, who had been pushed far away, pointed somewhere with his aura blade.

Far away, at the top of a lone skyscraper.

Something was there. It was Kaiden.

"Go, Dian! I'll draw Kaiden's attention!"

But that plan was impossible to execute.

Multiple attack spells rained down on us simultaneously.

Damn it, we can't do anything like this.

Could he seriously be trying to kill us?!

"Dian! Dodge!"

Just after I rolled away, another attack spell dropped right above my head.

Too late! Too late to dodge!

I curled up, summoning my aura.

Can I block it? But Kaiden's magic has grown too powerful over the past decade to be certain.

Still, I have to block it! I must meet that bastard Kaiden!

BOOOOOM!!

An enormous sound and vibration engulfed me.

Yet I felt no pain.

Opening my eyes, I saw a divine barrier spread above me.

"Lord Dian! Are you alright?!"

Rormane rushed toward me.
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"Rormane?!"

"Rormane?! How did you get here...?"

"I suddenly found myself here after passing through the academy's main gate. This is inside Kaiden's illusion, right?"

Another attack spell crashed against the barrier, creating a brilliant flash of light.

"I need to tell you something, Sir Dian. Kaiden is a golem created by a dark mage!"

Rormane shouted as she cast a holy barrier over Linus who was running toward us.

"I discovered the hideout of a dark mage who was wanted by the Imperial Castle ten years ago. The underground space was filled with golem corpses—all with Kaiden's face!"

"We already know, Rormane!"

Linus said as he joined us inside the holy barrier.

"We just decoded Kaiden's hidden diary and were on our way back. Then out of nowhere, Kaiden trapped us in this illusion and started attacking us. Damn it!"

This time, an even more powerful attack spell struck the barrier, and the vibration knocked all of us off balance.

[So you figured it out. I thought it was strange that Lady Rormane would come to the academy at this hour.]

Kaiden's voice echoed around us.

[It was wise to trap Lady Rormane in the illusion too. Now I can deal with everyone who knows my secret all at once.]

Attack spells came one after another, but Rormane's holy barrier blocked them all.

"Kaiden! Your magic may be powerful, but I've grown strong enough over these ten years! Stop these pointless attacks!"

[Lady Rormane, you're intelligent but also incredibly stupid.]

Kaiden's low laughter spread in response to Rormane's words.

[What about those strange incidents you caused against Sir Dian ten years ago? Don't you have any suspicions about them?]

"What do you mean...?"

[They were all my illusions, and you never noticed.]

Rormane's eye twitched.

[That recovery potion you messed up despite being able to make it with your eyes closed? I deliberately made you mistake poison herbs for medicinal ones. The succubus you killed? I made it appear as though the succubus was trying to seduce Sir Dian.]

"Snap out of it, Rormane! He's just trying to confuse you!"

Linus shouted as cracks began to form in the holy barrier.

[You had no idea and always came to me for advice. You never imagined I was pushing you deeper into the swamp. Honestly, I found it disgusting.]

Kaiden's voice sounded as if he were whispering right next to us.

[A priestess devoted to God, yet desperately lusting after a man.]

When the barrier shattered, I grabbed Rormane and leaped away.

A tremendous explosion erupted where we had been standing as the attack spell hit.

"I'm sorry, Rormane. It was all a misunderstanding."

I said as I ran while holding her.

"We were completely deceived by Kaiden. I'm truly sorry for misjudging you back then."

"Wait. Stop, Sir Dian."

Rormane pushed me away.

"Sir Dian. This is inappropriate right now."

Rormane's eyes shone with determination.

"Let's focus on dealing with Kaiden's problem."

"Rormane..."

"No. Please don't say anything more."

Rormane placed her finger over my lips.

"I'll create a diversion while you advance with Sir Linus. Just like when we went to recruit Kaiden ten years ago."

Holy power began to swirl around Rormane's feet.

The golden whirlwind instantly rose to the top of her head, making her entire body shine like a golden statue.

As Rormane stretched both hands forward, a tunnel-shaped holy barrier extended endlessly.

"The power of God...?!"

Linus, who had followed us, was too shocked to finish his sentence.

Ten years ago, when we climbed the dormant volcano where Kaiden was hiding.

Kaiden attacked everything that approached, and we were no exception.

Back then, Rormane had devised a strategy of advancing while creating barriers overhead one after another.

And now, ten years later, she was demonstrating even more incredible holy power.

"Go, Heroes!"

Linus and I simultaneously jumped into the tunnel.

The tunnel extended all the way to the building where Kaiden was.

Attack spells falling from above were blocked by the barrier and dissipated uselessly.

"Dian. The barrier is getting thinner."

Linus spoke as we continued running.

"I'm not sure how far Rormane's holy power will last."

Indeed, the vibrations from the attack spells hitting the barrier were getting stronger compared to when we first started.

"Let's go as far as we can. After that, we'll have to break through with our own power."

Just as I finished speaking, we could see where the holy power tunnel ended ahead of us.

"Get ready, Dian!"

We pulled up our aura to the maximum as we exited the tunnel.

But the expected attack didn't come.

What's going on?

Looking up, I could see dozens of missile-like objects shooting toward Kaiden from the sky behind us.

Kaiden was too busy dodging them to attack us.

But missiles? Suddenly?

"Celine!"

At Linus's shout, I turned around to see Celine standing next to Rormane far behind us, behind the barrier.

She was kneeling on one knee with her eyes closed, her prosthetic leg firmly planted on the ground.

What is she doing here?

In Celine's hands was the longbow she used to wield as her main weapon.

Celine had nocked ten arrows simultaneously on that bow—a bow most men would give up trying to draw.

With her eyes still closed, Celine pulled the bowstring, causing sparks to crackle from the tightly drawn string.

SWOOOOOSH!!

When Celine released her grip, ten arrows flew toward Kaiden with an unbelievable roar.

The arrows pursued Kaiden relentlessly, each following its own trajectory like guided missiles.

[Ah, Lady Celine. Did you sense your husband's danger with that famous hunter's instinct of yours?]

Kaiden laughed while dodging the arrows.

[But even the great Lady Celine couldn't see through me. How amusing.]

Celine made no reply and, with her eyes still closed, was already nocking another ten arrows.

[It's useless, Lady Celine. This is an illusion I created. Everything here is under my control.]

The arrows chasing Kaiden suddenly stopped in mid-air.

At the same time, random attack spells began shooting out from Kaiden's body.

"Dian! Over here! This is our chance!"

Linus shouted through the barrage.

"Step on me and jump! I'll launch you straight to Kaiden!"

There was no time to think.

I ran without hesitation and stepped on Linus's interlocked hands.

"Go up!!"

Linus pushed me upward while maximizing his aura.

The power of his swirling aura propelled me upward with tremendous force.

Empowered by the Hero's aura, I rushed toward Kaiden at an incredible speed.

Seeing me rapidly ascending, Kaiden flinched and cast an attack spell directly at me.

I can't dodge.

If I dodge here, I'll just fall.

Everyone combined their strength to get me this far.

If I fail, there won't be a second chance.

Instead of blocking it, I threw away the knife in my hand and extinguished my aura.

It's a gamble.

A gamble to test Kaiden's true feelings with my life as collateral.

Before coming here, I heard everything from the Archmage, including the last page of the diary.

If what was written there about Kaiden's feelings was true... then...

Just before reaching me, the attack spell harmlessly dissipated.

I reached out toward Kaiden, who was dismayed after canceling his spell.

But unfortunately, Kaiden teleported and reappeared much higher in the sky.

Damn it, I can't reach him. I'm falling!

"Dian!"

At that moment, Hindrasta appeared, thrusting his upper body through a tear in space.

"Grab my hand!"

I stretched my hand with all my might and grabbed Hindrasta's outstretched hand.

Hindrasta pulled me into the torn space.

The place I emerged was Kaiden's professor's office.

Hindrasta helped me up from the floor where I had tumbled and huffed angrily.

"I had a bad feeling so I came to check, and look what I found! I should rip his throat out right now!"

"Thanks, Hindrasta. I'll take it from here."

I moved the highly agitated Hindrasta aside and approached Kaiden.

Kaiden stood in front of his desk, looking up at me with his characteristic subtle smile.

"I never expected that," Kaiden said.

"That you would give up defending yourself at that moment. As expected of you, Sir Dian."

"You never intended to kill me anyway."

Kaiden hesitated slightly before speaking.

"That's right. I was planning to enchant everyone else just enough to drive them away. I only need Sir Dian. But then that cursed dragon suddenly appeared and interfered."

Hindrasta cursed in response, but fell silent when I raised my hand.

Kaiden smiled and tilted his head slightly.

"Why did you leave the illusion? You always wanted to return to Earth. I created Earth for you so you could live there until you died. I guess an illusion is still just an illusion and wasn't to your liking?"

When I just stared without saying anything, Kaiden shook his head.

"I have no choice. Everything has been revealed, and I can't turn back now. And being this close, I can't stop you with magic. At this distance, you could attack me before I even cast a spell."

Kaiden smiled with an expression of complete surrender and spread his arms.

"Kill me. As you know, I'm a golem created with dark magic mixed with slime. So don't feel any guilt. I never truly considered you comrades, and I didn't kill the Demon King for any noble cause..."

# # # # #

Kaiden couldn't continue.

Suddenly, Dian had knelt down and embraced him.

Huh?

Kaiden barely suppressed his extreme bewilderment.

"What are you doing, Sir Dian? This won't make me..."

"I read your diary. All of it."

What...?

"Thank you, Kaiden."

What......?

Kaiden's eyes widened.

Ch.168 - Human Warmth (4)
"Mom, I'm sorry.

Please forgive me for continuing to write in your diary.

I didn't want to throw it away because it's your keepsake.

I was a slime.

I don't remember exactly, but that's what they say.

Now I'm a golem. A product of magic artificially created by Mom.

Mom was a dark mage.

Mom, with her short black hair and pale skin similar to mine, was very beautiful.

But Mom always smelled of death.

According to Mom, it was because of her dark magic. That cursed power was slowly eating away at her body.

Still, I love Mom.

The first thing I saw when I opened my eyes was Mom, and she's the one who gave birth to me.

There was no one else in this stone house besides Mom, so ultimately, Mom was my entire world.

I love Mom.

But it seems Mom didn't feel the same way.

"Can't you do even this one thing right?!"

When I couldn't use magic properly, Mom would beat me without hesitation.

Being a golem, I didn't feel physical pain.

Rather, I worried if Mom's hands would hurt.

And I also feared that Mom might discard me.

But it seemed Mom wouldn't destroy me, at least.

Because 'Dad's' hair was my material.

That person called Dad never came again after visiting once before I was born, so Mom couldn't get more of Dad's hair.

Therefore, I wouldn't be discarded until Dad came back.

Having realized this, I worked hard to please Mom until that person called Dad returned.

I read mountains of magic books day and night, trying to understand the attack magic Mom taught me.

Mom told me until my ears were numb that I needed to learn attack magic to be helpful to Dad.

Fortunately, I was lucky enough to be quite intelligent.

There was no one to compare with in this stone house except Mom and me, but I believed it because Mom said so.

"It's because your Dad is an excellent person."

Mom always smiled when mentioning Dad.

Except for those times, Mom never smiled at all.

No, just once.

When I was just born and called her 'Mom' for the first time, she hugged me tightly with a bright smile.

I was happy when Mom hugged me. So very happy.

I'm grateful that the first emotion I felt in life was happiness.

But that was it.

After that, her smiles were directed at Dad, not me.

Mom never held my hand, stroked my head, or hugged me like when I was just born.

Still, I loved Mom.

Because she was the only one by my side since I opened my eyes.

# # # # #

How much time passed like that?

Around when I had learned enough attack magic to turn a rock into powder.

'Dad' came to visit.

Dad was an extremely handsome man.

Though I had never seen a man since birth, I could tell.

Now I understood why Mom was so infatuated with Dad, talking about him every single day without fail.

And Dad had horns on his head.

They looked exactly like those of the mountain goats I occasionally saw near the house.

Is Dad a golem too? Surely not.

Dad is a demon.

Having read all the books Mom brought, I knew quite a bit about the outside world without ever going there myself.

When I used magic to crush rocks and blow away trees, Dad looked very satisfied.

"This is truly a well-made golem. Better than most mages."

"Isn't she? She takes after you. She's very intelligent and learns quickly."

At Mom's excited words, Dad's expression changed immediately.

"What do you mean?"

"I mixed your hair with mine, and blood too. Look. Her face resembles both of us, doesn't it? She's practically our daughter."

I still vividly remember the look of disgust that appeared on Dad's face then.

After that day, Dad never came to the house again.

After Dad left, Mom searched the entire house thoroughly, trying to find something like Dad's hair.

But I had already burned it all with magic.

Because if it existed, I could be discarded at any time.

After that, other people with horns similar to Dad's occasionally visited to relay Dad's messages.

The message was to make additional golems and strengthen the existing golem, which was me.

Mom demanded a part of Dad's body, but that was not accepted.

Dad probably hated that his hair was mixed into a golem created with dark magic.

Anyone could understand this, regardless of intelligence.

Dad's expression at that time had spoken too clearly.

Mom began creating new golems. But she kept failing.

Perhaps my successful birth really was because of Dad's hair.

As she continued to fail at creating golems, Mom became increasingly strange.

She beat me every day. Everything was my fault, she said.

If I hadn't been born, if I didn't resemble Dad, and so on.

Mom blamed everything on me and even lost the smile she used to have when talking about Dad.

Still, I loved Mom. Because there was no one else to love but her.

"I only have you. You must succeed. You must please Dad."

Mom would grab my shoulders and shake me while saying this.

Dad's purpose was to use me to overturn the world.

So I needed to become stronger, she said.

Would Mom smile again if I did? Would she hug me like before?

But I could never be embraced by Mom again.

Mom grew weaker and weaker.

The dark magic flowing through her body was consuming her.

I knew from reading books that the end of a dark mage is miserable.

By then, Mom no longer beat me or got angry.

She just sat blankly, staring at the desolate scenery outside the window.

"Mom."

I called, but Mom didn't even glance at me.

# # # # #

One day, soldiers from the Demon King's army came.

They said they would take me away.

Mom stood in their way, refusing.

Not because she didn't want to part with me.

She wanted Dad to come get me personally.

She probably thought she could use me as a hostage to see Dad again.

But the soldiers refused, and Mom killed them.

After that, Mom lost her mind.

She kept repeating that the world needed to be overturned, unable to even control her bodily functions.

Grabbing me as I cleaned up after her, Mom said with spittle flying:

"We must overturn the world! With stronger magic!"

"Okay, Mom. I'll do that."

Shortly after, the Demon King's army came in force to find me.

I killed them all in place of Mom, who was rambling incoherently and doing nothing.

"Mom. I've done it."

When there was no answer, I turned to find Mom collapsed on the floor.

Placing my finger under her nose, I felt no breath.

The dark magic had finally consumed Mom's body entirely.

Looking down at Mom, I slowly bent over and embraced her.

But I couldn't feel that warmth from before.

I suppose that's natural since she was dead.

Books say people grow cold when they die.

I burned Mom's body with magic, ground her bones, and scattered them around the house.

My beloved Mom was dead. What should I do now?

Should I just go to Dad?

But remembering Dad's expression that day, I abandoned that thought.

That person is not my dad.

He's someone who used Mom.

No normal mage would aid the Demon King's army unless they were insane, so he must have seduced a dark mage like Mom.

This was the conclusion I reached after countless mental deductions based on all the books I had read.

Should I kill Dad then?

But I don't even know where Dad is.

Suddenly something occurred to me.

Mom's words that she kept repeating like a last wish:

'The world must be overturned.'

Well, I'll try that first.

After all, it was the wish of Mom whom I loved.

Besides, I couldn't stay here any longer since I had already become an enemy of the Demon King's army.

I opened a dimensional door.

I threw in all the books I had been reading and various mementos of Mom, then stepped through myself.

# # # # #

My second home was on the slope of a dormant volcano.

A place untouched by people, not knowing when the volcano might erupt again.

It was perfect for researching destructive magic to overturn the world.

Having settled here, I gathered stones to build a makeshift house like my previous one and began my research in seclusion.

Quite a long time passed like that.

Around this time, I also became interested in illusion magic.

A truly fantastic magic that distorts human senses to make non-existent things appear real.

On particularly cold and dark days, I often used that magic to create Mom.

The Mom in my illusions was gentle and affectionate, always hugging me tightly.

But being still unfamiliar with illusion magic, I couldn't recreate Mom's warmth.

Perhaps human warmth was beyond my capabilities. I can barely remember it now.

After another long period of time had passed.

New people came looking for me.

They said a great war had broken out as demons rose up outside.

They needed my help to kill the Demon King.

After brief consideration, I decided to kill these people.

Because they were interfering with my research.

But it wasn't easy.

There must have been priests among them, as a barrier blocked my attack magic, and arrows rained down making it difficult to concentrate on magic.

On top of that, two humans charged recklessly through the magical barrage.

One of them finally broke through all my magic and entered the house.

He was a tall and extremely handsome man, just like Dad.

But he was subtly different from Dad.

The man's eyes flowed with a benevolent light.

Without saying anything, the man carefully looked around the house.

The low ceiling made of intertwined branches, too low for an adult man to stand upright.

Walls with holes letting in drafts and the rough, hard bare floor covered with volcanic pebbles.

Mountains of books and various garbage strewn about.

Me, wearing the dirty, tattered old clothes Mom first dressed me in when I was born.

After taking in all of this, the man slowly opened his mouth.

"How could this..."

Looking at the knife in the man's hand, I thought:

This man is going to kill me.

Of course he would kill me since I had attacked him with magic.

If I die, would I be able to see Mom?

Well, I don't know. It's not in the books.

Being a golem, death would probably be the end.

I spread my arms with a bitter smile.

I'm sorry, Mom. I couldn't keep your last wish.

But I couldn't help it. These people were too strong.

However, the man didn't kill me.

"How could a child like you be in a place like this..."

Dropping the knife from his hand, the man knelt and embraced me.

"Come with us..."

I didn't understand why the man was acting this way.

There was nothing like this in the books either.

But I didn't ask why.

It was the first time someone other than Mom had embraced me so warmly.

The human warmth I had longed for so desperately but never thought I'd feel again.

How could this happen to me?

This is a miracle.

Perhaps Mom fell for Dad in the same way.

Ch.169 - Human Warmth (5)
I followed the man outside.

I burned everything in the house with magic except for this notebook.

The rest would only be a burden on my journey, and everything important is already in my head anyway.

The man who embraced me was named Dian.

A strange person who seemed kind but somewhat lazy.

He said he was gathering companions with the goal of killing the Demon King and ending the war.

And that I was to be the final companion.

When I asked how he knew I was here, he said that everyone who needed to know already knew about "the mad reclusive mage Kaiden who locked himself in a dormant volcano to research destructive magic."

There were three other companions.

Linus, a righteous and somewhat inflexible swordsman. They called him the Hero because of his exceptional combat abilities.

I thought he would be difficult to befriend, as his eyes held an unwavering, steadfast light.

Celine, a hunter from a northern nomadic tribe who shot arrows with her eyes closed, relying solely on instinct.

She was kind and gentle, but her sharp intuition made me reluctant to get close to her.

Finally, Rormane, an Oracle Priest.

Being a priest, she appeared particularly innocent and unworldly.

Though I lived alone with my mother in a remote mountain and recently secluded myself in a dormant volcano, I could still pride myself on knowing more about the world than this woman.

This priest seemed capable of nothing except praying and stealing glances at Dian.

So I became friends with the priest.

She was so pure that she saw me as I was, and I believed that even if we became close, my true identity wouldn't be revealed.

I hadn't told these people that "Kaiden" was actually my mother's name, that I had no name of my own, and that I was a golem created by mixing my mother's and the Demon King's hair.

I feared that if I revealed this, Dian, who had embraced me, would abandon me.

Just as my mother had trembled in fear of being abandoned by my father.

Though I loved my mother but couldn't understand her, I now felt I somewhat grasped her feelings.

The priest was truly kind.

She said she could understand why I had attacked first at the volcano.

She bought me clothes, shared delicious food with me first, and protected me during battles.

To the priest, I was a young human girl who had been rescued after being abandoned in filthy conditions—a child in need of adult protection.

But contrary to the priest's feelings, I approached her for different reasons.

I didn't like how she admired Dian.

The priest was a human woman. She could fall in love with Dian and even marry him.

That was something I, a golem, could never do.

If that happened, Dian would leave my side.

Even though Dian was never mine and could never be, I didn't like the thought of it.

Just like how my mother endlessly waited for my father who would never return, staring out the window.

So I befriended the priest while looking for opportunities to distance her from Dian.

The priest had a trusting nature that never suspected others, so I occasionally used the illusion magic I had been practicing on her.

They say kindness should be repaid with kindness, and courtesy with courtesy.

But I'm not human.

# # # # #

As the priest and Dian grew apart, I naturally slipped in between them.

I changed my body to male so he wouldn't feel uncomfortable. With my slime properties, this was all too easy.

During our journey, I had many conversations with Dian.

And just as I had learned about the world by reading books alone in the underground space of the stone house, I could deduce Dian's true identity.

Dian was from another world.

More precisely, this world was a novel created by someone, and Dian had transmigrated here from a place where novels existed as fiction.

He already knew everything that would happen in the future.

Eventually, the Demon King would die by the Hero Linus's hand, and peace would come to the world.

"What happens after that?"

"Even I don't know that."

Dian said that Hero Linus was the true protagonist of this world.

He claimed he was merely a helper whose role was to assist the Hero in killing the Demon King.

But to me, Dian was the protagonist of my life.

Dian wanted to keep this a secret. He said everyone would fall into terrible confusion if they learned this world was a novel.

I didn't care what happened to others, but I did as Dian asked.

When he couldn't sleep at night, Dian would tell me stories about where he used to live.

Skyscrapers, cars, airplanes, internet, computers, movies, games, wars, scientific products and civilizations superior to magic.

It was a true wonderland, a genuine new world that no book had ever described.

When I listened to Dian's gentle voice explaining these things, I fell into an indescribable happiness.

It was a voice I could never hear from my mother, who only uttered rebukes, curses, or meaningless monologues about my father.

"Do you want to go back there?"

"I do. But since I can't, I'm trying to be content here. Actually, it's not so bad here either."

From then on, I began researching magic that could send Dian back to his original world.

I calculated that the happiness gained from helping Dian return to the world he wanted and live happily would be greater than the happiness of staying by his side.

But it was impossible.

Moving to another world required the magical power of five Archmages, but only two existed currently.

There had never been a time in history when five Archmages lived simultaneously. Dian would never be able to cross over.

So I changed my approach. Illusion magic.

If he couldn't actually go, perhaps I could make him believe he had.

When illusion magic reaches its peak, one cannot distinguish between real and fake, virtual and reality. If I could reach that level, perhaps I could fulfill Dian's wish.

Dian would be happy in the city I created.

Maybe I could even live there with him.

So I decided to research illusion magic to its ultimate limit.

# # # # #

I met my father at the Demon King's castle.

Whether from the stress of losing the war or something else, his once handsome appearance was gone, but that uniquely intelligent gleam in his eyes remained the same.

Father didn't recognize me. He only burned with fierce hostility toward us for inflicting severe damage on his army.

Father's attacks were lethal.

With one swing of his sword, he split a building's pillar, and the hunter caught in it lost one leg.

The priest fainted after reaching her limit while gathering all her divine power.

Father was not only strong but also resistant to magic, so even my attack spells barely affected him.

Nevertheless, Dian and the Hero fought fiercely against Father without giving up.

Outnumbered, Father was stabbed in the stomach by the Hero's sword and looked like he might collapse at any moment.

Dian's desired ending was within reach.

But Father revealed his hidden second ability.

It was a mental attack that drew out the opponent's most terrible memories, making combat impossible.

"Aaaaargh!"

The Hero and Dian screamed simultaneously, falling to their knees. What did those two see?

Before my eyes appeared my dead mother. Even in death, she continuously cursed me.

I looked down at her without saying anything. But my hands were shaking violently.

I'm a golem, so why am I reacting like this?

"In the original story I know..."

At that moment, Dian struggled to his feet, using his sword as a cane.

"In the original story I know..."

Dian gripped his sword firmly and shouted.

"There was no total annihilation ending!!!"

Father's head fell from Dian's sword.

Seeing Father dead, Dian collapsed as if crumbling.

Then he grabbed his head and let out a painful groan.

He must still be suffering from those terrible memories.

I'll make it so you don't hurt anymore. Don't be in pain, Dian.

Ignoring my mother who continued to curse me, I cast an illusion spell on Dian.

The magic seemed to work as Dian crawled toward the Hero.

Grabbing the shoulder of the Hero, who was trembling and drooling, Dian shouted.

"Snap out of it, Linus!!"

"Dian...?"

"Take the sword!"

Dian roughly placed his sword in the Hero's hand.

"You killed him, Linus!"

"What...?"

With eyes still hazy from the mental attack, the Hero looked at Father whose head had been severed.

"You killed the Demon King!"

"I did...? No... you did it..."

"You killed him! Hero Linus beheaded the Demon King!!"

I know why Dian is doing this.

Dian said the Hero was the protagonist of this world who kills the Demon King.

He sees himself as merely a helper ensuring the story doesn't deviate from that ending.

If that's what Dian wants.

I cast an illusion spell on both Dian and the Hero.

'Hero Linus, with the help of his companion Dian, slew the Demon King.'

# # # # #

The Hero became the Empire's champion.

But Dian, my hero, wasn't there.

When I asked the Hero, he said Dian had left. He didn't know where.

At that moment, I understood my mother.

Why she went mad when she realized Father would never return.

But I am a golem with reason. Instead of going mad, I thought of something else.

Since Dian can't return to his other world, he must be living somewhere on the continent.

I'll continue researching illusion magic.

So that someday when I meet Dian again, I can gift him a life on Earth.

That's how I entered the Illusion Magic Tower.

I don't know where my diary went after that.

Perhaps I dropped it while evading the Magic Department mages who tried to recruit me on my way from the Imperial Castle to the tower.

At the tower, I waited for Dian for a very long time.

Meticulously carving and refining an illusory Earth city.

So that when Dian came, he would want to live here.

So he would feel like he had returned home.

Because when Dian is happy, I'm happy too.

# # # # #

"Thank you, Kaiden," Dian said.

"If it weren't for you, I would have gone mad back then. And I wouldn't have achieved the ending I wanted. I'm truly grateful."

"That can't be right. Don't forgive me. You came here to punish me, didn't you?"

"No. I came all this way to thank you."

He didn't come to punish me?

My mother used to hit me whenever I made mistakes.

This was hard to understand.

I did something wrong, yet he thanked me instead. It was strange.

"Dian!"

At that moment, the priest, freed from the broken illusion, came running but stopped when she saw me.

"Kaiden..."

Priest Rormane. She had suffered because of me and been falsely accused.

She'll surely curse me like the illusion of my dead mother.

That's fine. She must have felt wronged for ten years.

Go ahead and curse me. Shower me with harsh words.

But the priest did no such thing.

"Are you hurt anywhere?"

Huh?

It felt like being hit hard on the head with a hammer.

Instead of cursing me, she's concerned about me...? Why...?

"I'll heal you."

As the priest's golden-tinged hand caressed my head, a warm sensation of divine power spread throughout my body.

Ah... Aah...

I finally realized.

These people... they truly...

I feel guilty. Regretful.

For deceiving people who treated me with kindness and affection.

For all the evil deeds I've done.

Slowly, I opened my mouth.

"I'm sorry..."

How strange. Somehow tears seem to be welling up.

"I'm sorry... truly... I'm sorry..."

"It's alright, Kaiden."

Rormane smiled.

"Now that you understand, it's okay."

That smile felt so warm that I burst into tears.

A golem feeling emotions and shedding tears.

Mother, you made me too intricate for a golem.

Did you really want to treat me like a daughter born between you and Father?

But now I neither know nor want to know.

Because Dian is embracing me now. Because Rormane has forgiven me.

Just like during our first meeting in that cramped stone house in the dormant volcano where I was focused only on destructive magic as my mother's dying wish.

Human warmth.

The human warmth I had longed for beyond my station as a golem who had betrayed human principles.
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Belatedly, Linus and Celine broke free from the illusion.

Kaiden apologized to them as well.

Linus, befitting a hero, forgave everything, and Celine did the same.

Actually, there was someone else who truly deserved an apology.

After releasing Kaiden, I turned to Rormane.

"Rormane..."

"No. Please don't."

Rormane shook her head with a smile.

"From your perspective, everything was true, Dian. I don't want you to apologize or bow your head to me."

"But still..."

"If you insist, then give me a hug."

As Rormane opened her arms, I couldn't help but smile and embrace her tightly.

"We're deeply sorry."

Linus and Celine approached and each apologized to Rormane.

And again, Rormane smiled at them, saying it was fine.

Her smile looked so saintly that I wondered if she might actually be the saint who supposedly hadn't appeared in this era yet.

Ah, come to think of it, there's one more person I should thank.

But that person is nowhere to be seen.

"Where's Hindrasta?"

"She ran away the moment she saw me."

Linus pointed at the floor.

A trail of liquid pooled where Hindrasta had been standing, leading all the way outside the professor's office.

I'll need to clean that up.

# # # # #

Linus and Celine returned home.

Now that everything was over, there was no need for both of them to stay here. They needed to go back and take care of Lumien.

Rormane said she had to leave right away too.

She still had unfinished business—purifying the dwelling of the dark mage who created the current Kaiden.

"My mother's..."

As Kaiden hesitated, Rormane asked, "Would you like to see it one last time?"

"Well..."

Kaiden said nothing, looking back and forth between Rormane and me before lowering his head.

"It's okay, Kaiden. Be honest with yourself. Don't consider anything else."

"Then... I'd like to go see it."

Rormane smiled at Kaiden's words.

"Alright. Open a dimensional gate then. It's too far to return on horseback."

Just as Kaiden raised his hand to cast the spell, he hesitated and turned to me.

"Would you like to come with us?"

"If that's okay."

"Let's go."

"Thank you."

As soon as the words were spoken, we found ourselves standing on a gravel field.

What the hell?!

Rormane and I looked at each other in shock.

"H-how did you do that without opening a dimensional gate..."

"The dimensional gate is just an auxiliary device. With sufficient understanding of magic, one can travel without it."

"I see. That's truly impressive."

So he wasn't called one of this era's great mages for nothing.

But this place feels extremely ominous.

Hundreds of skeletons lie scattered across a barren gravel hill with barely any trees.

Are these the remains of the Demon King's army who came to take Kaiden, as mentioned in the diary?

Even the moonlight illuminating this brutal landscape feels gloomy, making me deeply uncomfortable.

"Oh? You've arrived? But who are these people...?"

As we climbed the hill, task force members waiting at the scene came to greet us.

"They are my companions. I vouch for their identities."

After saying that, Rormane led us further up the hill.

Up there, between jagged rock peaks.

In the middle, I could see what looked like a crumbling tomb.

A stone hut crudely built with rocks and branches. It resembled the shack where Kaiden had been living in seclusion at the volcano.

So this is where Kaiden was born...

He lived in a place like this...?

The inside of the stone hut was appalling.

Even considering it had been abandoned for a long time, it seemed impossible that anyone could have lived here.

There were no proper dishes, tables, chairs, or any basic necessities for sustaining life.

It looked more like a place where livestock might have been kept on straw-covered floors.

Kaiden stopped at the threshold, silently staring at the interior without saying a word.

An indescribable light appeared on his face, but I couldn't tell exactly what it meant.

"Come this way, please."

Following Rormane's call, I saw a dark rectangular hole in the wall.

"It's a pocket dimension created with dark magic. There's something like a research lab inside."

Following Rormane inside, I couldn't help but grimace at the scene before me.

A place like a dirty, damp dungeon.

Books and writing implements scattered on an old table, and mysterious puddles on the floor.

I could see a rusty cauldron, grinding stone, hooks, and knives that clearly weren't meant for cooking.

But there was something so shocking that it made everything else seem normal by comparison.

Human body parts piled in the corner.

These parts, stacked by section like mannequins, weren't actual corpses but manufactured models.

Seeing the clay-like substance hardened at the cross-sections, they were definitely artificial. Golems, perhaps.

"Gasp!"

Looking closely, I jumped back in shock when I saw Kaiden's head on the floor.

Now I noticed there were many items with Kaiden's face.

Yes, these were golems. Prototypes that the dark mage had failed to perfect.

In a place like this...

In a place like this, the newly born Kaiden studied magic...?

Kaiden, who had followed us, was running his palm over the desk that looked ready to collapse.

"This is where I studied. I studied all day without sleeping because I was a golem."

Kaiden smiled bitterly.

"Back then, I thought this was such a cozy space, but the human heart is truly fickle. Now it looks filthy and decrepit. Though of course, I'm not human."

"That's not true, Kaiden."

Rormane spoke up.

"If you have a human heart, then you are human."

Kaiden didn't respond to that.

"So what should we do with this place now?"

"We should destroy it. There's absolutely nothing to gain by leaving it here."

At Rormane's words, Kaiden removed his hand from the desk and said, "I'll completely collapse it with magic. Let's go outside."

After leaving the pocket dimension and exiting the hut, Kaiden flicked his finger.

In the blink of an eye, with a thunderous sound, the stone hut was sucked into the ground.

Unless you knew something was buried there, it blended perfectly with the surroundings.

"That was clean. Let's go back now."

Just as I was turning around, Rormane grabbed my wrist.

Looking back, I saw Kaiden standing there, staring at the remains of the sunken stone hut.

"I'm sorry, Mother. There's nothing left of you in this world now. I just erased it all."

Kaiden slowly began to speak.

"I couldn't fulfill your dying wish to turn the world upside down. Instead, I helped those who wanted to kill Father. That seemed better to me."

A faint smile appeared on Kaiden's lips.

"Born with a cursed body of dark magic, you lived your entire life cursing the world until your dying moment. I wonder if that hatred in your heart has subsided a little in death."

A moment of silence.

"Mother."

Kaiden's voice became slightly wet.

"You never loved me, not even once. But I loved you. From the moment I first saw you until now, continuously. Longing for that time when you held me in your arms."

Tears were now flowing from Kaiden's eyes.

"I wonder if telling you to rest in peace is the right thing to say. But I have nothing else to say. Rest in peace now. And if possible, let's meet again later. At that time..."

Kaiden abruptly stopped speaking and wiped his eyes with his sleeve.

"At that time, hold me again. Like when we first met."

I'm not sure I understand. Kaiden's feelings.

What kind of heart still loves and longs for a mother who never loved him?

But seeing Rormane quietly crying beside me, maybe I'm the only one who doesn't understand.

Though he's a golem, perhaps Kaiden has a more human heart than I do.

Anyway, this concludes the great commotion caused by Kaiden's illusion magic.

Everything stemmed from misunderstandings and tragedy originating from the Demon King.

It was definitely the right decision to help the protagonist reach a safe ending instead of causing trouble with my knowledge of the original story.

But to think that I cut off the Demon King's head.

Kaiden's illusion magic was so powerful that I had completely forgotten that fact.

It doesn't matter though. The world believes Linus did it anyway.

I don't care at all whether the title of "hero who killed the Demon King" goes to Linus or not.

If I had cared about such things, I wouldn't have parted with Linus at the drawbridge of the Imperial Castle ten years ago to live in seclusion.

My goal is to safely reach the ending and retire to live quietly.

Although I had to come to the academy out of necessity, it's not bad since I can live quite comfortably here.

As this thought occurred to me, I suddenly remembered something else.

The vacation starts tomorrow!

Damn it.

I've been so preoccupied that I haven't even planned where to go during the break!

In Brunswell, Olicia and I used to visit a nearby resort during the hottest time of the year.

Where should I go this year?

I should look into whether there are any good vacation spots near the islands.

But this year's vacation might be spent in an unexpected place.

"Here you go, Professor."

"What's this?"

I asked as I received the envelope that Knightley handed me in my office.

"Is this payment for the private lessons? It seems too thin for that."

"It's an invitation."

"What kind of invitation?"

"Come to our home during this vacation."
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"What? What are you talking about?"

"If you have nothing to do in summer, come visit my home. My father insists on bringing you, Professor."

"The Duke? Why me?"

"He says you were close during the war. He wants to repay you somehow and insists on bringing you. And if you come, he promised to cancel all my arranged marriage plans."

Nightly Toulouse, daughter of the Toulouse ducal family—once counted among the Empire's most powerful noble houses before the war.

There's a reason this noble lady of great prestige came to this military academy that typically attracts commoners with specific ambitions.

That reason is an arranged marriage.

In this world, noble daughters invariably face arranged marriages—one hundred out of one hundred.

Just as in Earth's history, daughters serve as means to strengthen power and fulfill political objectives.

Nightly apparently disliked this fate, so she fled to the academy without telling her family.

Duke Toulouse tried to extract her, but unfortunately, the owner of this Special Mission Academy is the 2nd Princess.

She's the leader of the post-war emerging power bloc, directly opposing the old aristocratic faction that the Duke belongs to.

For a powerful duke in the aristocratic faction, having his daughter under the control of the opposing faction was extremely disconcerting.

Meanwhile, the 2nd Princess had no intention of releasing an enemy's daughter who had voluntarily come to her.

The Duke tried several times to retrieve Nightly but failed. Only earlier this year, when I beat Nightly to a pulp, did he finally find a pretext.

And now this Duke says he'll cancel her arranged marriage if I visit during summer vacation?

If I don't go, I'll face tremendous criticism from both the Duke and Nightly.

Besides, a vacation at the Toulouse estate would be nice regardless.

The Toulouse domain is famous throughout the Empire for its beautiful scenery.

"Can Olicia come too? She usually vacations with me every year."

"Of course! Did you think I was only inviting you, Professor?"

Now that I look, I can see several invitations in Nightly's handbag.

"Who else are you inviting?"

"Sophie and Merylda. And Father said to bring all the professors, including the Head Professor of Theory, the Vice Principal, and the Principal."

"What...? Why them?"

"Did you think a ducal house would invite just one professor and a few students?"

"I suppose not. That's quite a scale."

"What do you mean by 'scale'? Anyway, this is for Olicia."

Nightly handed me another invitation and left the faculty office.

A vacation at the Toulouse estate. This is wonderful.

When I returned home and told Olicia, she was absolutely thrilled.

"My goodness! The Toulouse domain! That place is incredibly beautiful!"

"Have you been there before?"

"Do I need to touch fire to know it's hot?!"

I laughed out loud at Olicia's metaphor.

# # # # #

Grade announcement day.

Nightly was undoubtedly the top student overall, while Hindrasta took first place in combat subjects and Merylda ranked first in theory.

This left Nightly nearly deranged.

Though she maintained an overwhelming lead in total points, she placed second in both individual categories.

But Hindrasta is a dragon—an insurmountable wall for humans—and Merylda has always been brilliant.

Hard work rarely overcomes talent, and it's impossible to surpass someone like Merylda who combines talent with diligence.

Still, Nightly ranked first overall, so it shouldn't be a problem—though I can hardly understand the feelings of a perpetual honor student.

Anyway, the semester ended.

The school now begins a short two-week vacation.

Month-long breaks might be possible in my previous life, but in this medieval-inspired fantasy world, even two weeks off is extraordinary.

Olicia had been bustling about with preparations days before vacation.

She insisted on cleaning the house and packing, saying we'd be away for a long time.

I told her the ducal house would provide everything we needed, but she wouldn't believe me.

I wonder how many people accepted the Duke's invitation.

All the students said they would come, and Ismera said she'd follow if I went.

Kaiden felt the same. Having never experienced "rest" in his life, he wanted to try it.

Among the faculty, Waver and Orendi confirmed their attendance.

Waver was enticed by the Duke's hunting grounds, while Orendi saw it as a good opportunity to learn magic from Kaiden.

Studying magic even on vacation—truly, most mages are madmen.

Lina and Pelemia also wanted to visit such a fine place, as did Brogue and Kazadar.

The orc and dwarf naturally reasoned that a ducal house must have delicious alcohol.

Anna was unusually excited about seeing the thoroughbreds at the estate.

Only Morton and Geneve declined the invitation.

I knew those two wouldn't come.

Finally, Kirrin hadn't made her decision yet because of the 2nd Princess.

Kirrin isn't stupid, just lacking confidence in her own judgment.

She thought it might be inappropriate for the Principal of an academy under the emerging power bloc's Security Office Director to accept an invitation from the opposing faction's ducal house.

She's not wrong, but I can't tell her what's right or wrong in this situation.

I can't exactly go to the Imperial Castle and ask the 2nd Princess if Kirrin can vacation at the Duke's estate.

So far, the confirmed attendees were myself, Olicia, Ismera, Kaiden, Hindrasta, Merylda, and seven professors—thirteen people total.

Quite a large group.

Then, some time later.

Several carriages entered the academy grounds.

Three incredibly expensive six-horse carriages.

The Duke had sent them to transport us.

"Wow!"

The professors' eyes widened at the sight of the carriages, while Nightly snorted as if it were nothing special.

"Everyone, please board."

The coachmen got down to load our luggage, allowing us to board comfortably.

In my carriage were Vice Principal Ismera, Head Professor Kaiden, and Olicia who attended to me.

"If everyone's aboard, we'll depart!"

"Wait!!"

Just as the carriage started moving, someone shouted from behind.

Looking out the window, I saw Kirrin running breathlessly with a small travel bag.

Though I say "breathlessly," she moved with the incredible speed befitting a dark elf.

Stopping in front of the carriage, Kirrin looked up at me and said:

"Take me with you!"

"You've decided to come? I thought you were worried about the 2nd Princess."

"I decided to think about it later! It's easier to ask forgiveness than permission!"

A wise statement indeed.

"Then please get in."

When I opened the carriage door, Kirrin hesitated upon seeing Kaiden and Ismera.

But soon, with a determined face, she squeezed in beside me.

"It's cramped..."

"We can't expect the Principal and Vice Principal to sit uncomfortably."

"Why don't you switch places with the Head Professor of Theory for more room?"

"That would make me uncomfortable..."

Kirrin still seems intimidated by Kaiden.

"I don't mind either way."

As Kaiden smiled, Ismera awkwardly stood up and pulled Kirrin's wrist.

"I'll sit in the cramped spot. Principal, please sit here comfortably."

"No, no, Ismera, you sit there. You work harder than I do. Your back will hurt, and I'm fine."

"Then would Olicia like to come over here?"

"Me? Suddenly? Eek!"

Ismera pulled Olicia over to her seat and squeezed herself in next to me.

So now the small-framed Kaiden and Olicia sat together, while the tall me, Ismera, and Kirrin were crammed together.

What is this nonsense...

The two elves' wide hips make this truly uncomfortable.

And why is Kirrin pressing against me and pushing me like this? I'm dying of heat.

"Excuse me, Principal. Don't press so close. It's tight enough."

"What? I was wondering why it kept getting tighter!"

Ismera, sitting on my other side, glared and started pushing me.

Good grief...

"Kaiden. Couldn't you just open a dimensional gate and get us there immediately?"

"I'd rather enjoy the scenery from this fine carriage."

Kaiden smiled, resting his chin on his hand while gazing out the window.

Well, if Kaiden says so, what can I do?

If I asked Orendi to open a dimensional gate, we might end up with our carriages plunging into the middle of the ocean.

If neither mage will help, we'll just have to continue like this.

"Now we're really departing!"

With Nightly's shout, the carriages finally left the academy grounds.

# # # # #

Even with the sun high overhead, our destination was nowhere in sight.

I'm sure I heard an hour ago that we'd crossed the border into Toulouse territory.

And we're not even heading to the central ducal castle, but to the nearest of several scattered mansions, yet it's taking this long.

The domain is said to rival a small kingdom, and that seems to be true.

Kaiden was still absorbed in watching the scenery outside, while Olicia had moved on to reading a book.

She must have tired of admiring the carriage's luxurious interior.

Kirrin was sound asleep, her head resting on my shoulder.

Ismera occasionally glanced at Kirrin and sighed deeply.

"Kaiden. This is getting uncomfortable. Is there anything we can do?"

"Indeed. As it happens, lunchtime is approaching."

Kaiden finally straightened up and flicked his finger.

"Wow!"

Simultaneously, exclamations of amazement erupted from the other carriages.

Looking out the window, I saw a grand mansion that hadn't been visible at all just moments before.
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The grand mansion in Duke Toulouse's domain was nestled in a landscape that resembled a beautiful painting.

The exterior of the magnificent yet delicate architecture boasted a timeless beauty. The marble mansion gleamed white like a dazzling jewel, while its red roof created a striking contrast against the blue sky, giving an impressive appearance.

The mansion was surrounded by spacious gardens and well-maintained trees, with an elegantly sculpted fountain flowing in the center. Around the fountain bloomed flowers of various colors, their petals dancing in the gentle breeze as if performing in mid-air.

The marble staircase leading to the front yard extended upward in a perfect curve, and the long corridor reaching to the mansion's entrance was shaded by two rows of large old trees. The windows of the mansion were large and wide, surrounded by intricate iron decorations that created both an antique and sophisticated feeling.

So this incredible mansion is just one of many throughout the domain?

The title of Duke truly is extraordinary.

No wonder dukes each commanded a noble army during the war.

"Huh? There's an ocean behind it!" Olicia shouted, leaning her upper body completely out the window.

Indeed, a refreshing expanse of water stretched out behind the grand mansion.

But wait, there shouldn't be an ocean here?

"That's probably not an ocean but a lake."

"What?! A lake that big? I can see the horizon!"

That enormous lake is called "Lake Sylphrea," famous as one of the greatest natural landscapes in Duke Toulouse's domain. The lake's area is so vast that it truly looks like an ocean, with clear, transparent waves forming an endless horizon. Lake Sylphrea is the largest and deepest lake in the Empire, characterized by its calm surface that reflects the sky like a mirror.

The lake is surrounded by dense forests where quiet forest birds chirp, adding to the natural peace. Along the edges of the lake, small trees extend toward the water, their shadows swaying on the surface, and when sunlight gently illuminates the lake, it creates a fantastic spectacle as if jewels are sparkling.

"My goodness, my goodness. It's truly amazing!"

Olicia kept expressing her admiration, and similar reactions could be heard from the other carriages.

Kaiden silently enjoyed the view of the lake with a subtle smile, while Ismera reached in front of me to shake Kirrin awake.

"How long are you going to sleep?"

"Hmm...? What?"

"We've arrived!"

"R-really?"

Kirrin, who belatedly stuck her head out the window, let out an exclamation of admiration at the majesty of the mansion and the beauty of the lake.

The carriage turned onto the road leading to the mansion, carrying everyone's excited hearts.

As the carriage approached, the mansion's doors opened silently.

As soon as we passed through the main gate of Duke Toulouse's domain, a scene unfolded before our eyes as if we had entered another world. The massive iron gates slowly opened to reveal a wide, orderly path leading to the mansion. Right in front of the entrance stretched a white marble path, with elaborately decorated gardens spreading out on both sides. Being in the middle of summer, the gardens were in full bloom with colorful flowers, particularly red roses and purple lavender blending together to emit a rich fragrance.

Tall trees standing on both sides created deep shade along the carriage path, with ponds and small fountains harmoniously arranged between them. The water streams spurting from the fountains sparkled in the midday sun, giving a refreshing feeling as the water droplets created rainbows in the sunlight.

Stone walkways and benches were placed throughout, providing shaded spaces to rest despite the hot summer weather. The surrounding natural landscape formed a perfect harmony like a painting.

I thought to myself: Knightley must be crazy.

She ran away from such an impressive family to the Special Mission Academy because she disliked a political marriage?

Someone was waiting for us in front of the mansion.

It was Duke Toulouse.

"Your Grace."

"Dian!"

When I waved, the Duke smiled broadly, ran over, and opened the carriage door himself. Oh, what an honor.

"Welcome!"

"Have you been well? Your home is amazing. The yard is so spacious too."

"Of course! I must provide the best welcome for such distinguished guests!"

As he spoke, the Duke's eyes busily scanned the carriage interior, searching for one of those distinguished guests.

"That small little mage there is Kaiden."

"Ohhh!"

The Duke extended his hand to help Kaiden, who was just getting out of the carriage.

However, Kaiden pretended not to see the Duke's hand and reached out to me instead.

After taking my hand to descend, Kaiden slightly bowed his head to the Duke.

"Hello, Your Grace Toulouse. I am the mage Kaiden. Thank you for inviting us."

"Welcome! Hero of the Continent! Savior of Humanity! Great Mage Kaiden!"

I stuck out my tongue watching the Duke, who had set aside all noble dignity, shaking Kaiden's hand with both of his.

"Hello, Your Grace."

"Hello. We've met before, haven't we?"

After Kirrin and Ismera greeted him, the other professors also exchanged greetings with the Duke in turn.

Knightley was cold toward her own father, treating him like a stranger.

Merylda, who greeted him warmly, looked more like his daughter in comparison.

"Everyone, please come in! Let's unpack and have a meal!"

We followed the Duke into the mansion.

The interior of the mansion was just as splendid as the exterior, if not more so.

The interior of the Duke's mansion carried on the grandeur of the exterior, filled with even more elaborate and meticulous decorations. As soon as we entered through the doors, the high ceiling overwhelmed our view, with a massive crystal chandelier brilliantly shining in the center. The soft light flowing from the chandelier warmly filled the room, gently reflecting off the splendid marble floor.

The floor was laid with white marble, with gold trim decorations between the marble pieces, truly showing the height of luxury. The long corridor extending from the entrance had large columns standing on both sides, each column intricately carved. Classical art pieces adorned the tops of the marble columns, making the entire mansion appear like an art museum.

The fragrant scent of luxury candles enveloped the entire mansion, and the soft touch of the high-quality carpet made our footsteps nearly inaudible.

Everything was so intricate and splendid that we all felt as if we had entered the Imperial Castle, overwhelmed by this magnificent space.

"It's truly amazing, isn't it, Olicia?"

When there was no answer, I turned around and couldn't help but laugh.

Olicia, like any girl her age who becomes mesmerized by such sights, now looked like someone with a dislocated jaw.

Following the guidance of well-dressed servants, we moved to the guest rooms where we would be staying.

The room where I would stay was so splendid that I couldn't tell if it was a guest room or the Duke's bedroom.

The same was true for everyone else's rooms.

The rooms were arranged as four-person suites according to gender and rank, but for some reason, Kaiden and I were each assigned private rooms.

"The Duke seems to be making a big misunderstanding," Kaiden smiled as we unpacked and headed to the dining hall.

"Indeed. This man doesn't seem to have any intention of hiding his motives."

I had roughly guessed when he suddenly invited all the faculty members, including Kaiden and me.

He probably intends to win over the two Demon King Assassination Task Force members he can reach by treating us to a full-course experience.

But inviting just the two of us would be too obvious, so he extended the invitation to all faculty members, including the Principal and Vice Principal.

But what can he do?

Neither Kaiden nor I listen to others, no matter what.

Even the current most powerful figure, the 2nd Princess, who can make birds fall from the sky, is content to let us do whatever we want as long as we don't disappear from her sight.

Unfortunately, the Duke will end up being used by us.

Strictly speaking, it's not even using him.

We're just gratefully accepting his hospitality toward the people who teach his daughter and their friends.

When we arrived at the dining hall, an incredible feast was already laid out on a long table.

But I noticed another large table in the corner of the dining hall. On top of it were mountains of meat chunks still on the bone.

Next to it were several unopened oak barrels. What could that be?

At first glance, it looked like the kind of spread coastal pirates might lay out after a particularly successful raid.

"Professor Orc and Professor Dwarf will be seated over there."

So it turned out to be a special setting for the big-eating non-human races.

When we were all seated, the Duke stood at the head of the table and began some kind of speech.

Ah, he's truly honored to host the faculty of the Imperial Special Mission Academy...

Just the usual formalities.

But it seems like someone is missing?

"Sophie. Isn't Sophie here?"

"I'm not sure. Should I go get her?"

Just as Merylda was about to stand up, footsteps were heard from outside the dining hall.

"Sorry everyone. I'm late."

Hindrasta entered the dining hall.

The Duke stopped speaking, his eyes wide and mouth agape.

Others had similar expressions on their faces.

I was probably making the same face too.

"Huh? What's everyone doing? Why are you all still in your clothes?"

Hindrasta asked.

"Weren't we going to the beach right after dinner? Am I the only one who misunderstood?"

Hindrasta, dressed in a bikini, tilted her head slightly in confusion.

Ch.173 - Summer Vacation at the Duke's Estate (4)
How should I put it? It was horrifying. Hindrasta's appearance, that is.

Not that it was actually horrifying.

Hindrasta's body was, well, a fantasy after all.

But the disconnect between her attire and the setting was quite jarring.

Imagine showing up to a luncheon hosted by the Empire's most prestigious noble family in such embarrassing attire, then asking why everyone else hadn't changed their clothes.

The Duke and everyone present froze in place, staring blankly at Hindrasta without saying a word.

The most rational response came from Kaiden.

With just a lift of his finger, Kaiden turned Hindrasta around and forced her back up the stairs.

"Huh? What's going on?!"

"Would someone please attend to that clueless student Sophie and help her with proper attire."

At Kaiden's words, Merylda rose from her seat and hurried after Hindrasta.

Only after Hindrasta disappeared from view did sighs of relief erupt from around the room.

"I-I'm terribly sorry."

Though I really didn't want to do this, I had no choice but to apologize to the Duke.

"She's my student, but she comes from a mercenary background and is still quite ignorant about proper etiquette and such things."

"Ho ho, it's quite alright..."

The Duke forced an awkward smile, though his expression suggested it was anything but alright.

When Hindrasta returned, she was dressed appropriately.

Though her face was full of discontent, she quickly took her seat when I glared at her while biting my lip.

The Duke continued where he had left off.

Thanking us for coming and expressing his hopes for the Academy's continued prosperity—that sort of thing.

Then the meal began.

The food was truly excellent.

Everything was delicious, and the servants assigned to each chair immediately attended to any shortage, almost to the point of being overwhelming.

Hindrasta tried to grab food with her bare hands again, but Merylda, sitting beside her, sternly corrected her and handed her a fork and spoon. Good grief.

Across the table, Brogue and Kazador tore into their meat and guzzled beer as if they hadn't eaten for ten days.

Orendi, seated next to Kaiden, kept asking him questions throughout the meal, and Kaiden answered calmly with a smile.

Burning with scholarly passion even during a meal—mages truly are madmen.

Come to think of it, the Imperial Chief Mage was the same.

When Kaiden released his seal and apologized, the mage said he forgave everything.

But he added one condition: if Kaiden really didn't want to join the Magic Department, he should at least serve as his magical consultant.

Specifically, when he got stuck in his research, he wanted Kaiden to respond diligently to his letters.

In exchange, he would forgive all past actions and keep everything confidential.

Later, I asked Kaiden privately if that was really okay.

The Chief Mage's response was ridiculous:

"When I have the chance to receive private lessons from an Archmage, why would the past matter?"

Truly madmen.

Ismera was enjoying the vegetarian dishes specially prepared for elves.

Vegan cuisine isn't common in this world's food culture, so she usually has to make do with raw vegetables.

Kirrin was eating well as usual, and the other professors were all enjoying their meals.

Only Knightley was picking at her food, clearly displeased about something.

I wondered if it was because she had a poor relationship with her father and was uncomfortable being back after running away.

But that didn't seem to be the case.

She kept glancing at the dining hall entrance rather than at the Duke seated at the head of the table.

Was someone else coming?

Just then, the sound of clicking heels announced someone's arrival.

"Knightleeeey!"

A woman entered, calling Knightley's name in a soprano voice.

She had the same blonde hair and blue eyes as Knightley, with such similar features that one might mistake her for Knightley from a distance.

The loud clicking sound came from her knee-high riding boots.

She wore form-fitting white pants and a riding outfit adorned with elaborate gold buttons, complete with matching gloves and hat—clearly dressed for horseback riding.

But who was she?

No need to wonder. It could only be one person: Knightley's mother.

"Haah..."

Seeing her, Knightley pressed her forehead and sighed deeply.

"Is that any way to greet your mother? You could at least pretend to be happy to see me."

Having spotted Knightley, her mother clicked her way over and pinched both of Knightley's cheeks.

"Let me see, let me see. Have you lost weight? Your skin looks damaged. That's why I keep telling you to wear a wide-brimmed hat when you go out in the sun."

"Oh, come on...!"

As Knightley irritably pried her mother's hands away, her mother looked around at the seated guests and asked:

"By the way, where is this Dian or Ian person? The one you were so—"

"Quiet! Please be quiet, I beg you!!"

Knightley jumped up from her chair, shouting.

It was behavior unbecoming of a noble lady, but Knightley didn't care as she pushed her mother's back forcefully.

"Go, just go! Why did you come here and ruin the atmosphere?"

"Mo-o-other! This is my house, can't I come as I please?"

"The guests are eating!"

Only after chasing her mother out of the dining hall did Knightley return, her face slightly flushed as she cleared her throat.

"Please, everyone, continue with your meal."

"Who is Professor Dian?!"

"Get out!!!"

As her mother poked her head back in, Knightley dragged her out of the dining hall.

What was that all about?

"Why is she looking for Dian?"

Kirrin asked with her cheeks full of food, but how would I know?

# # # # #

After the meal, we were given the opportunity to explore various parts of the estate.

Though it was only a small portion of the Duke's territory around the mansion, it was still a remarkably beautiful place.

First, Hindrasta, Lina, Felimina, Ismera, and Merylda decided to go to the lake.

Though not the seaside, it was nearly as large as the sea, and with the heat of summer, they wanted to enjoy themselves to the fullest.

Ismera was a bit unexpected—she said she'd never experienced a vacation at the sea or anywhere similar, so she wanted to join them.

Brogue and Kazador were still drinking heavily with no intention of getting up, so they were out.

Anna planned to visit the stables and pastures attached to the mansion to see the horses.

"Hehehe, I'm so excited..."

She showed an unusually excited expression that I'd never seen before.

Kaiden, surprisingly, had received permission from the Duke to visit the main castle.

He said there was an archive of ancient documents there that he wanted to examine.

Orendi naturally went with him.

For Orendi, it was like a physics student getting the chance to ask Einstein anything they wanted.

Waver decided to go hunting with the Duke.

"I'll join you."

I had never been hunting before.

Obviously not in my previous life, and not really in this one either.

When Linus and I traveled together, we mostly plundered enemy territory, and during my time with the Demon King Assassination Task Force, Celine had handled all the hunting.

I once went along when Celine was hunting, and it was ridiculous.

She would kneel on one knee, close her eyes, and shoot an arrow that somehow weaved between trees and struck the prey perfectly.

Then Linus and I would quickly run to retrieve it, and that was it.

So I wanted to try hunting properly this time.

"I'll show you the true skill of a Quarana hunter."

"Excellent. Let's see how impressive the medal-winning woman who killed a hundred horn-freaks really is."

We laughed as we mounted our horses.

At the Duke's suggestion, we decided to ride horses instead of taking carriages to fully enjoy the experience.

"It's been a while since I've stretched my muscles."

The Duke, with a bow, arrows, and various other equipment strapped to his body, rode up beside us and smiled.

"It's been too long since I've had a proper hunt."

"Couldn't you go with your friends, sir?"

"You fool. What fun is there with those noble fops? Hunts like this are best enjoyed with people who've seen real action."

Fair enough—the Duke was also a veteran, though his military contributions were modest.

As one of the commanders of the noble army, he had done his part in maintaining the front lines.

"What are you doing over there?"

Just as we were about to depart, I noticed Kirrin wandering around alone, looking lost.

"Me? I'm just..."

It seemed she hadn't found a group to join and was left alone.

She wasn't particularly close with the professors, and as the principal, she couldn't be too friendly with the students. Plus, she was afraid of Kaiden and uncomfortable around Ismera.

Can't be helped.

"Want to come with us?"

"Huh?! Me?!"

Kirrin pointed to herself in surprise.

"Duke, is that alright?"

"Ah, of course. Please join us, Principal."

But Kirrin still hesitated, so I approached her and extended my hand.

"Come on, get up. Otherwise, what will you do here alone?"

"Well, I... I don't really like hunting, but I do like Dian... No, no!"

"Never mind that, let's go. Everyone's waiting."

"Okay!"

Kirrin took my hand and leaped onto the saddle.

I guess she didn't really need my help after all.

Just as we were setting off for the hunting grounds, the sound of hoofbeats came from behind.

Looking back, I saw Knightley's mother riding hard toward us.

Why is that woman coming here?

"You must be Professor Dian?"

Knightley's mother asked, riding close beside me.

"Ah, yes. Hello. I'm Combat Head Professor Dian, who gave Knightley private lessons."

"So you're the incredibly handsome young man I've heard about?"

"Pardon?"

"Now I understand why Knightley wanted to change her arranged marriage partner?"

"What...?"
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"What are you talking about? An arranged marriage?"

From the beginning, the reason Knightley invited us here was to cancel the arranged marriage.

Wasn't the deal that she'd cancel the arranged marriage in exchange for bringing me and Kaiden here?

But what's this about...?

"Ahem! Shh!"

At that moment, the Duke rode up beside us and shot his wife a stern look.

"Go home and look after the remaining guests!"

"Oh my, of course. Look at me. Let's talk more later, Professor Dian."

"Wait! Just a moment! Ma'am!"

As I tried to approach his mother who was slowing down and moving away from us, the Duke grabbed my reins.

"What are you doing, Dian? Let's hurry and hunt. I've released plenty of deer and other game just because you were coming."

"No, Duke. Your wife just said something strange to me. What was that about?"

"What? What are you talking about? I didn't hear anything. Let's go! Giddyup!"

As the Duke urged his horse to speed up, I had no choice but to turn my attention forward again.

Sigh, this is troublesome...

"Principal. You heard that clearly, right?"

"W-what?!"

Kirrin, sitting in front of me, flinched and hunched her shoulders in surprise.

"Dark elves have good hearing, don't they? What did that lady just say?"

"Well... The wind was too loud, I couldn't hear anything?"

"Really? Hmm..."

# # # # #

The hunt was truly enjoyable.

Just as the Duke had said, they had released so many animals that game appeared constantly everywhere we went.

According to Waver, this was an artificially created situation, and in a real hunt, you could wander around all day without even seeing a single rabbit.

"If you've hunted deer in double digits throughout your lifetime, you can be considered a very experienced hunter. Even that is difficult without using traps or snares. In the wild, humans simply can't match the senses of animals."

I wasn't particularly skilled with a bow, so I missed every shot I took, but the Duke was different.

Out of every ten shots he fired, three or four would definitely hit the target, and that's how he managed to take down a large deer.

But Waver was even better.

Waver's arrows would slightly curve around the trees in front and hit the prey hiding behind them with perfect accuracy.

It was a remarkable skill that Celine used to show occasionally in the past, and I never expected to see it again.

As expected, Quarana hunters are on another level.

Anyway, we had a great time hunting, and the Duke began butchering the game right there.

"We'll use this for the barbecue party tonight. I wouldn't have killed them if we weren't going to eat them."

"Let me try, sir."

Waver took the dagger from the Duke and began dismembering the rest of the deer.

As Waver's dagger danced over the deer, it was instantly deboned, with different cuts falling away piece by piece.

"Wow, impressive."

The Duke, who had been watching in admiration, suddenly turned to me as if remembering something.

"By the way, Dian. How old are you this year?"

After I told him my age, the Duke nodded with a very satisfied expression.

"Just the right age."

"Right for what?"

"Isn't it about time you started thinking about marriage?"

"Marriage? No? I have no such thoughts at all."

"Why not?"

"I'm fine the way I am now. I don't want to be tied down."

The Duke laughed heartily.

"Marriage isn't a constraint, Dian. It's the beginning of the second chapter of your life."

"That may be true, but I'm still not interested."

"Hmm, I see. But your thinking might change once you try it."

"How can my thinking change about something I have no intention of trying?"

"Still, what if..."

As the Duke persisted, I simply covered my ears.

Marriage, seriously.

"Um..."

Kirrin, who had been following me closely throughout the hunt, mumbled hesitantly.

"Um..."

"What is it?"

"Nothing..."

Kirrin seemed about to say something but ended up just scratching her head.

# # # # #

The hunt finally ended as the sun was setting.

The meat we caught was sent to the kitchen for final preparation, and we returned our horses and entered the mansion.

In the reception room, Orendi and Kaiden were sitting on the sofa studying.

Next to them was a mountain of magic-related books, and the table was covered with papers full of scribbles.

Orendi would ask questions, Kaiden would answer, Orendi would cast magic, and Kaiden would correct her.

That Orendi is completely getting free private tutoring from an archmage—he's so lucky.

From the dining room came boisterous sounds, suggesting that Brogue and Kazador were still drinking heavily.

No one else had returned yet.

Anna must be busy tending to the horses, and those who went to the lake must still be playing.

"Professor, you've sweated a lot. How about a swim in the lake?"

Waver's suggestion sounded good, so I immediately headed toward the lake.

Kirrin also followed closely behind me.

There was a nice path leading down to the lakeside behind the mansion.

As we approached the lake, I could hear lively noises.

Laughter and splashing sounds.

The lakeshore was spread out like a beach with white sand.

I'd heard that some freshwater lakes have sandy shores like this, but seeing it in person was truly beautiful.

On that lakeshore were picnic parasols, mats, and sunbeds, with Ismera lying on one of them.

A pure-blooded elf in a swimsuit was both a rare sight and an incredibly eye-catching spectacle.

Under this hot summer sun, Ismera seemed to glow even though she was in the shade.

Next to her, Merylda was lying down reading a book, but I'm sorry to say, Merylda, when you're next to Ismera, you look like a complete child.

Sorry, Merylda. Rejecting you back then was unavoidable.

"So white..."

Seeing Ismera, Kirrin became dejected and looked down at her own hands.

In the water, Pelemia, Lina, Hindrasta, and Knightley were playing.

All were in swimsuits like Ismera, but among them, Hindrasta stood out the most.

Even though everyone wore revealing and flashy bikinis, they all seemed to lose their luster in front of Hindrasta's overwhelming physique.

It's so ridiculous that I can't help but laugh.

Why can that crazy dragon only polymorph into that kind of form?

Do the dragon elders know about this?

That their noble dragon kin is living in the human world in such a form?

If it were me, I would have immediately lifted the thousand-year polymorph curse and summoned her back to the nest.

"Oh! Professor!"

When Lina spotted me and called out, everyone at the lakeside turned their attention to me at once.

"Oh my!"

Merylda threw her book aside and covered herself with a towel, while Hindrasta giggled.

"The ones with nothing to cover always act like that."

As she said this, she placed her hands on her hips and proudly thrust out her chest.

Crazy dragon. But I can't deny it's a pleasant sight.

"Oh dear."

However, Waver, who had followed me, couldn't bear the sight and ended up turning around and heading back to the mansion.

I should probably come back later too.

It feels a bit awkward to join them there.

"Welcome, Professor! Come join us!"

"No thanks. Have fun and come up when you're done. We're having barbecue tonight!"

Strong, tough arms wrapped around my neck from behind.

"Why come here if you're not getting in?!"

It was Hindrasta.

She wrapped her arms around my neck and dragged me down to the lake.

I tried to resist, but being choked by a dragon's strength made it difficult to break free properly.

Even with my transmigration perks, I couldn't move when caught off guard and choked by a dragon.

Helplessly dragged along, I was thrown straight into the lakeside.

"Bleh!"

As I floundered after being dunked upside down in the water, Knightley splashed over and helped me up.

"Hey, Sophie! I told you not to be so rude to the professor!"

Knightley shouted as she pulled me up from behind, with only my upper body out of the water as I sat on the lake bottom.

With water in my nose and mouth, I was already disoriented, and having my head wedged between Knightley's breasts made it even more confusing.

"Move aside, move."

I pushed Knightley away and stood up, my clothes completely soaked.

"Oh my, you'll need to take those off."

Lina, who had somehow slipped up next to me, tried to remove my top, making me hastily back away.

"No, no. I'm leaving. Why are you trying to undress me?"

"But it's inappropriate to be in the lake wearing a cloak and all this. You should dress appropriately for the location."

I wanted to point out that she should be dressing appropriately for her position.

Lina was currently wearing a black bikini with lace. What kind of outfit is that for a professor?

But since Pelemia and Ismera were all dressed similarly, I couldn't really say anything.

"Here, Professor! Since it's come to this, let's have some fun!"

Hindrasta and Lina rushed at me simultaneously and forcibly removed my cloak and shirt.

"Wow! Muscles!"

"Argh! Stop it!!!"

# # # # #

While Dian was being forcibly handled by the women.

Kirrin stood at a distance, digging at the sand with her toes.

She felt like she had come to the wrong place.

Awkward with both professors and students, and an uncomfortable relationship with the Duke.

But she had followed along without even asking the 2nd Princess because she wanted to be with Dian.

She had hoped to spend time leisurely talking about various things with Dian here.

But with him being so popular, there was no room for her to join in...
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Hindrasta and Lina rushed at me, and even Knightley joined in as they began frantically stripping off my clothes.

My cloak and shirt were removed in succession and disappeared somewhere, while my shoes were thrown off and floated away.

Lina tried to unbuckle my pants belt, but this I would absolutely defend!

"Arghh?!"

I summoned my aura, causing a tremendous splash of water that knocked Lina and the others flat on their backs.

"That's cheating!" Knightley shouted.

"And three of you stripping me isn't cheating? This is where I draw the line!"

"Who swims with pants on? That doesn't make any sense!"

This time Hindrasta charged at me with heightened aggression.

Being a dragon, Hindrasta could use aura, albeit weakly.

As she charged through the water with terrifying momentum, the aura swirling around her body snapped her bikini strings.

"Kyaaak! Your swimsuit came off!"

Everyone at the lakeside screamed as her panties and bra slipped down.

Despite being completely naked, Hindrasta didn't care at all.

"Take off your pants! Dress appropriately for the location!"

Hindrasta tackled me, and we both fell into the water.

What the hell! She's incredibly heavy!! Is she made of stone?!

Her aggressive chest pressed blatantly against my bare chest, but she was so heavy and I was so breathless that I couldn't think about anything else.

"Move!"

"Kieeek!"

Using all my strength to push her away, Hindrasta flew onto the sandy beach.

She still clutched my pants in her hand.

Looking down, I realized my pants had been removed at some point.

Dragons are obsessive creatures.

But why, of all things, was she obsessed with my pants right now?

"Kwet!"

Hindrasta, who had been planted face-first in the sand, got up shakily.

"Oh my, oh my. A professor manhandling a student..."

Yet she still held up my pants like a trophy.

"Heeng, this is so nice..." Lina said with dreamy eyes as she looked at me standing in just my underwear.

Felimina was also nodding while stroking her chin from a short distance away.

She had the eyes of a critic seriously appreciating an exhibit in a museum.

"Uh... ahem!"

Knightley, who had been staring with her mouth half-open, suddenly came to her senses, cleared her throat, and turned away.

"Head Professor, you have so many scars on your body," Lina said, approaching and gently running her fingertip down my chest.

"Did you get these during the war?"

"Yeah, that's right. And could you not stand so close?"

"But suddenly I feel sad and grateful... It's because of your sacrifices that we have peace today!"

What nonsense is this?!

As Lina wailed and hugged me, Ismera, who had been sitting with the senior students, stood up abruptly and glared at us murderously.

"Professor Lina!"

She actually shouted.

"No matter how much you respect the Head Professor, maintain your dignity in front of students!"

"Ah! S-sorry." Lina awkwardly laughed and stepped away from me.

"And Sophie! Put your clothes on immediately! What kind of behavior is that?"

"Ah, I'm putting them on now," Hindrasta grumbled as she casually put her bikini back on in plain view of everyone.

Truly an insane dragon. Even with a polymorphed body, how could she be so insensitive?

"I didn't do anything," Pelemia said, raising both hands and slowly backing away from me as Ismera delivered her fierce rebuke.

Ismera folded her arms and looked around with laser-like eyes, searching for anyone else to reprimand.

Finding no one else, her arrows turned toward me.

"Professor Dian! If you came to swim, you should have brought proper swimwear!"

"Ah, yes..."

"Go back immediately! What do you think you're doing in that state in front of female professors and students? This is indecent! As Vice Principal, I absolutely cannot allow this!"

"I understand."

I climbed out of the water and gathered my wet clothes.

I had already achieved my goal of cooling off by swimming, not really coming here to play. And as Ismera said, I couldn't hang around professors and students wearing only underwear.

"What's the big deal! You came all this way!" Hindrasta complained while adjusting her bra over her overflowing chest.

"You're already wet from being in the water, so stay and play longer!"

"Be quiet, Sophie! Show some respect to your professor!"

Ismera shut Hindrasta up.

"I no longer feel like spending leisurely time here. I'm going back up too."

Ismera, thoroughly annoyed, stomped past me and headed back to the mansion.

"Professor! The Vice Principal left, so let's just have fun without her!"

Lina said, but I didn't particularly want to join them.

"I'll see you all at dinner."

As I was about to head toward the mansion, I noticed Kirrin standing alone with her hands behind her back, looking down and kicking at the sand.

"Principal. What are you going to do?"

"Hm? About what?"

"Are you going back up?"

"I suppose so..."

Kirrin hesitantly followed behind me.

As we walked up for quite some time, Kirrin spoke from behind me.

"Dian... you're popular with everyone."

"Well, I don't think that's necessarily a good thing."

She smiled looking at my appearance—walking barefoot in just underwear while carrying wet clothes.

"By the way, Dian. I have something to tell you."

"What is it?"

"Remember that note the older siblings gave me before?"

I remembered.

During the competition, the Nemara clan Dark Elves had given Kirrin a small note to pass on to me.

It was written in Dark Elf language, so I didn't know what it said.

"What about it?"

"Well, you see... I have something to tell you..."

"Go ahead."

"Umm..."

After hesitating, Kirrin shook her head.

"Never mind. Let's talk later."

I wonder what she was going to say.

And what connection could there be between me and the note from the older siblings?

# # # # #

Inside the mansion, we parted ways to our respective rooms.

Kirrin said she would stay alone and come out later for dinner.

Entering my room and tossing my clothes on the floor, I couldn't help but laugh when I saw the bed.

Ismera was sitting on the bed in her bikini.

"Welcome back."

"You were just lecturing about propriety and manners."

"That was true. Everyone treats you too casually."

Ismera walked over to me and wrapped her arms around my neck.

"When you're my precious mister."

Kissing me, Ismera stepped backward, leading me to the bed.

"We have some time until dinner. And everyone else is outside."

"Shall we, then?"

"Hurry. We haven't had time together in ages."

Ismera smiled coyly as she pulled and undid her bikini strings.

# # # # #

Kirrin, standing in front of Dian's door, froze with her hand on the doorknob.

She had heard the conversation between Ismera and Dian from inside.

After they parted earlier, Kirrin had changed her mind.

She had started to tell Dian about the note from the older siblings but stopped.

No matter how she thought about it, if she didn't speak now, she might never get the chance.

So she had returned, only to hear everything with her keen Dark Elf ears.

Ismera's affectionate voice—something she had never heard before—followed by moans.

So that's how it was... that's what it was...

Dian already belonged to Ismera...

It wasn't really a problem.

Dian hadn't cheated on anyone, and their relationship wasn't inappropriate.

They probably just grew close working together and deepened their relationship to that point.

And in this situation, Kirrin was nothing between Dian and Ismera.

She wasn't dating Dian, nor was she friends with Ismera.

Well, it couldn't be helped.

This happened because she stupidly hesitated and dawdled.

Kirrin forced her unwilling hand to release the doorknob and turned around.

"Oh? Principal. What are you doing there?"

Just as she was about to head to her room, Hindrasta approached from the other direction, her chest bouncing.

She was still wearing her bikini despite being inside the mansion.

"Ah, Sophie... I wasn't doing anything. Just heading to my room."

"Really? Is Professor Dian in there? You two came up together, right?"

"Mmm. He's there. But he seems busy right now..."

"Busy? What could he possibly be doing on vacation?"

Hindrasta bounced over and pressed her ear against Dian's door.

"Hmm, you're right. Very busy. Completely preoccupied."

Kirrin's face turned dark red as she hung her head, while Hindrasta reluctantly stepped away from the door.

"I'll have to come back later."

"Do you have business with Dian too?"

"Nothing special. He helped me a lot before, so I wanted to confront him about repaying the favor."

"He helped you? Repayment?"

"Something like that. Seems like Professor Dian is also indebted to Vice Principal Ismera. Look how hard he's working to repay her."

Hearing those words, Kirrin momentarily staggered and leaned against the wall.

"Are you dizzy? You should go rest in your room."

"Yeah..."

Kirrin walked weakly to her room.

"I'll come back later tonight when no one's around."

But upon hearing Hindrasta's muttered words, she finally let tears roll down her cheeks.
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Trudging down the corridor, Kirrin thought to herself.

I see. So that's how it is.

I was the only fool.

I was the only one stupidly worrying and dreaming of an impossible future.

It was something that could never happen from the beginning.

If it was going to be like this, should I have boldly asked Dian first instead of hesitating?

Would it have been better if I had claimed him first?

But Dian said he had no thoughts of marriage.

In the end, it seems I never had a chance either way.

It just feels like my life has always been far from achieving or succeeding at anything.

I was born as the youngest in my clan's forest.

Because my mother was human, I was born mixed-blood and had minimal assassination abilities typical of Dark Elves.

That's why my father always distrusted me.

Saying I was a useless child.

Then when the human alliance that betrayed the Demon King won, my father finally thought he found a use for me.

Although we received the Emperor's gratitude, people still harbored hostility toward Dark Elves.

So father sent me as the vanguard to a public academy to secure a foothold for our clan to enter the city.

He wanted me to study there, get into the Imperial Castle or other public institutions, and establish myself first.

Fortunately, luck was on my side. I graduated at the top of my class, and with my father's aggressive lobbying, I became the Principal of the Special Mission Academy.

But that was it.

It was so difficult, caught between the pressure to meet my father's expectations and the 2nd Princess trying to oust me by any means.

I had to work hard because my father wouldn't forgive me if I got expelled from the academy.

But if I worked hard and something went wrong, the 2nd Princess would use it as an excuse to kick me out.

Then my father wouldn't forgive me again.

A vicious cycle with no escape.

In the end, I chose to hide.

To do nothing.

With the Emperor's protection, I wouldn't be expelled unless something serious happened, so I just kept my head down.

Of course, doing this meant the 2nd Princess would eventually step in claiming the academy's quality had deteriorated, but I'd deal with that when it happened.

My father scared me more than the 2nd Princess.

And now there's no mother to warmly embrace me if I return to the forest.

That's how it happened. That's the inside story of how the Special Mission Academy became dysfunctional.

I've never done anything by my own will.

Being born mixed-blood, attending the public academy, becoming Principal of the Special Mission Academy.

It was all my father's doing.

From beginning to end, my father decides and directs my life.

So any plans of getting close to Dian, marrying him, or anything like that were impossible from the start.

Stopping in front of the door, Kirrin rummaged through her pocket and pulled out a small note.

The note that the seniors supposedly gave to Dian during the competition.

After reading it, Kirrin shook her head and stuffed the note back into her pocket.

How could I possibly do something like this?

# # # # #

In the evening, everyone gathered for a barbecue party.

The duke's barbecue party was unlike any ordinary event—it was a grand banquet imbued with the dignity and prestige befitting a great noble family.

The entire garden was opened for the party, with elegantly arranged tables and chairs prepared across the spacious lawn and luxurious terrace.

The summer night's cool breeze complemented the soft glow of lanterns, while small lights hung between trees emitted a gentle starlight-like radiance, adding to the romantic atmosphere.

At the center of the party stood a massive barbecue grill.

Large pieces of meat sizzled deliciously on the grill, spreading their savory aroma to every corner of the garden.

The impressive cuts of beef, lamb, and various seafood cooking on the grill provided visual pleasure as well.

Additionally, there were meticulously prepared diverse salads, fresh vegetable dishes, various sauces and garnishes, accompanied by endless supplies of fine wine and champagne.

On one side of the garden was a specially set dessert table.

It was laden with elaborately decorated cakes, sweet fruit tarts, and cool desserts like ice cream.

From another corner, a soft string quartet played gently, enhancing the sophisticated atmosphere of the party.

It was simply a jaw-dropping scene.

The setting was too luxurious and magnificent to be just a reception for a dozen or so people from the academy.

One could truly appreciate the extent of the duke's wealth.

Even though they had somewhat lost their central power after the war, a duke was still a duke.

Along with our academy people, some from the duke's household also attended.

The duke's vassals and what appeared to be business partners, though I wasn't sure exactly who they were.

These people, seemingly unrelated to the Special Mission Academy under the Imperial Castle, had apparently all come to see Kaiden.

While I might not be well-known, Kaiden was the mage of the Demon King Assassination Task Force, recognized throughout the Empire.

The chance to even make an acquaintance with such an important person might come once in a lifetime, if at all.

Sure enough, Kaiden was surrounded by many people, receiving considerable attention.

Despite the barrage of questions, Kaiden maintained his characteristic eye-smile and smoothly deflected all inquiries with vague responses.

"Dian. By the way," the duke said, pouring a drink into my glass.

"What do you think of Knightley?"

"Knightley?"

I answered, feeling the pressure of the duchess's gleaming eyes across from me.

"She's doing well. She's never lost her top position even once."

"Oh, I see. What about besides that?"

"Besides that? Well, let's see..."

I couldn't exactly say that apart from being good at studying, she looks down on everyone except herself and only has two friends.

"I see. So, um..." the duke glanced at his wife and asked, "Knightley comes of age next year, right?"

"Actually, it's the end of this year, dear."

"Right, that's right. And Dian, your age this year is... yes, yes."

Hearing this, the duchess let out an "Ohoho" laugh.

"That's just the right age difference, isn't it?"

"Of course. There's absolutely no problem."

I had somewhat anticipated this from our hunting trip earlier.

I decided to take the initiative before they could continue.

"Duke, what are you trying to say? Surely you're not thinking of arranging a marriage between Knightley and me?"

Both the duke and duchess remained silent.

"Ohohohoho!"

Finally, the duchess laughed and confessed.

"You see, Professor Dian, no parent can win against their child."

I decided to listen quietly, wondering what she meant.

"Originally, Knightley's marriage partner was already decided. From a very young age. Some marquis's son somewhere, though we don't even know what he looks like yet."

"I don't know the details, but I'm aware that she ran away to the academy to avoid it."

"That's right. Knightley couldn't quietly accept her fate like children from other families. Anyway, she entered the academy and refused to leave no matter what we tried."

The duchess covered her mouth with her hand and chuckled.

"It was troublesome. In some ways, it could be seen as a disgrace to our family. But recently, we received a letter from Knightley."

"What did it say?"

"She said she would quietly return home if we changed her arranged marriage partner. And the person she wanted us to change it to was..."

"Me, right?"

"Ohohohohoho..."

The duchess waved her hand.

"We've heard everything. About how Professor Dian did something great during the war. So from my perspective, I'd be grateful if Knightley would agree to this."

"That's right! This guy Dian! Let me tell you how amazing he is!"

The duke began boisterously recounting the war situation.

Hindrasta was preparing to ambush and wreak havoc on the retreat route of the noble army, which was being pushed back from the front lines.

Upon receiving intelligence about this, Linus and I rushed to the noble army's camp, where I met Duke Toulouse for the first time.

At that time, Duke Toulouse was one of the commanders who initially thought our warning was a ploy by the Imperial Castle to drive the noble army to destruction.

However, after persistent persuasion from Linus and me, they slightly altered their retreat route, and meanwhile, the two of us entered the valley where Hindrasta was hiding.

There, we thoroughly thrashed Hindrasta, who had been giggling excitedly like a child playing hide-and-seek, drove him away, and saved the noble army.

Come to think of it, that same Hindrasta is tearing into meat at the next table. What a strange coincidence.

Anyway, I needed to make my position clear.

With these matters, it's best to be decisive; a lukewarm response would only cause trouble.

"But you see, I've never even thought about marriage, and especially since Knightley is someone I've been teaching..."

"Father!!!"

Just then, someone shouted from the entrance and came running over.

Looking back, I saw a man in an Imperial Army officer's uniform approaching.

Who is that?

"That's my second son, Dian."

Knightley's second older brother? But why is a noble's son wearing an Imperial Army uniform?

"Welcome! You made it just in time!"

The duke stood up and opened his arms, but his second son passed by him and stopped in front of me.

"Is this the person you mentioned, Father? The one who drove away Hindrasta? Wait a moment..."

After carefully examining my face, the second son cautiously asked,

"By any chance... have you ever participated in the Battle of Bueno Heights?"

"I have been there, yes."

"Then... the one who flew to the mountaintop through a catapult... that..."

"Ah, yes..."

"I can't believe it!"

The second son knelt down.

"To meet the hero of the Battle of Bueno Heights here!"

Ch.177 - Summer Vacation at the Duke's Estate (8)
The Battle of Bueno Heights. It's been a long time since I heard that name.

It was one of the operations we conducted while on our way to recruit Celine.

To be precise, it wasn't an official deployment. We were just passing through the area when we saw allied forces struggling and decided to help.

The Demon King's army had entrenched themselves on a mountain overlooking the Bueno region, controlling all transportation routes.

The human alliance wanted to seize that mountain, but the terrain was so treacherous that conventional attacks were getting nowhere.

Opening a dimensional gate above wasn't an option either, as coordinate disruption magic was in place, not to mention the wyverns patrolling the skies.

The human alliance had no choice but to gather catapults and mages for bombardment, but even that proved ineffective.

The demons had dug in with fortified tunnels, making ranged attacks practically meaningless.

Meanwhile, the Demon King's army, with their tremendous high ground advantage, continued to inflict casualties on the human alliance.

But Bueno was too strategically important to abandon, so our forces endured the losses and maintained the siege, making little progress.

As we happened to be passing through, we couldn't stand watching this stalemate and decided to help.

Since conventional methods wouldn't work for reasons already mentioned, we had to try something different.

Our plan was to use the catapults they had gathered for bombardment.

The catapults would launch a simultaneous barrage, and Linus and I would be mixed in with the projectiles.

In a battle for high ground, victory only comes when someone physically plants a flag at the summit—throwing rocks and spells alone won't do it.

Based on our experience at Ivronik Castle, this was, in my opinion, an absolutely brilliant plan.

"You're both insane!!"

The unit commander shouted that it was madness, but when asked if he had any better ideas, he fell silent.

"You know what, Dian," Linus said as he crouched on the catapult.

"You're completely crazy. Out of your mind."

"You can't kill the Demon King with a sane mind."

Rormane cast sacred barriers on us, completing all preparations.

"Both of you, remember this," Rormane said with a stern expression as she stood between us.

"My sacred power isn't strong enough yet, so these barriers aren't invincible. If you crash directly into the ground, you won't survive."

"Got it. We just need to land among the trees."

"That's true, but..."

Rormane looked up at the heights with worried eyes.

The mountain had already been partially denuded by the heavy bombardment.

"Enough. Wasting time here won't change anything. Linus, ready?"

"Not like you'd wait if I wasn't."

"Good. Let's go. Fire!"

The soldiers launched the catapults.

"Gah?!"

As the catapult thrust me forward with tremendous force, the sudden pressure knocked the wind out of me.

In an instant, the ground fell away and the wyverns flying above the heights rapidly grew larger.

"(What the hell are these guys?!)"

I gave a thumbs-up to the panicking wyvern riders as we shot past them.

At the apex of our trajectory, there was a momentary feeling of weightlessness, followed by the sensation of my insides turning upside down as we began to fall.

"(Catch them! Intruders!)"

The wyvern riders dove to intercept us, but they couldn't match the speed of our catapult-launched bodies.

"(Waaaaaah?! Meteors!)"

The demons on the heights scattered in all directions as they saw us plummeting down, surrounded by golden barriers.

"Dian! We're falling!"

"I know!!!"

I curled up tightly as I crashed directly into a trench pathway.

"Ugh..."

As Rormane had warned, the sacred barrier wasn't invincible.

It prevented my head from cracking open and my body from being crushed, but it couldn't completely absorb the impact of the collision.

I'd landed at about the nine-tenths mark up the mountain—nearly at the summit.

Perfect landing.

As I slowly got to my feet, demons began to gather in front and behind me.

"Dian! Where are you?" I heard Linus shouting from somewhere distant.

"Over here! Meet you at the bottom!"

"Got it! Don't die!"

Linus and I drove the entrenched demon forces downhill where our waiting allies helped us finish them off.

As a result, the human alliance recaptured Bueno Heights, regaining control of the region and its supply routes.

With supply lines to the front restored, the main battle line dramatically reversed in our favor.

To think that the Duke's second son was at that battlefield—what an incredible coincidence.

With the second son joining the table, the topic shifted.

From Knightley's marriage to memories of the battlefield.

Both the Duke and his second son had combat experience, and they were joined by Waver, a recipient of the Third-Class Military Merit Medal.

Waver had an impressive record of killing a hundred demons with just a bow as part of the Quarana militia.

As always happens when military men gather, they started competing over whose battlefield was tougher.

With the marriage discussion suddenly shelved, the Duchess looked extremely uncomfortable, but what could she do?

# # # # #

The party continued late into the night.

As my conversation with the Duke and Duchess petered out, various people pulled me this way and that.

Pelemia had to drag away Lina, who was completely drunk and clinging to me shamelessly, while Hindrasta kept making strange gestures, saying "See you later tonight."

Merylda politely kept refilling my glass, and Knightley was busy preventing her mother from speaking to me.

Ismera watched all this, looking like she wanted to murder everyone.

Anna was nowhere to be seen, probably at the stables again, while Kaiden and Orendi were deep in magical studies, having pushed aside the plates on their table.

Colorful illusions rose above Orendi's completely focused head, spinning around before popping.

But where was Kirrin?

No matter how much I looked, I couldn't find her.

I wondered if her dark skin made her hard to see in the evening, but she truly wasn't there.

"Have you seen the Principal?"

"No idea," said Pelemia, helping Lina up from the floor.

"Maybe she got tired and went in early?"

"Maybe. Though she didn't do much today."

"Professorrr... have a duel with meee..." Lina slurred.

"Good grief," Pelemia sighed as she dragged Lina away.

Did she really go to her room alone?

Turning my gaze toward the mansion, I noticed something in a second-floor window.

It was Kirrin, with just her eyes visible above the windowsill, watching the party.

What is she doing up there?

When I waved, Kirrin quickly ducked below the windowsill.

I should probably go check on her.

I slipped away from the crowd and entered the mansion.

Climbing the stairs to that window, I found no trace of Kirrin—she had vanished completely.

Where could she have gone?

Standing by the window, I closed my eyes and took a deep breath, catching Kirrin's scent.

Following the trail of her perfume, I ended up in front of her room.

Just as I raised my hand to knock, an arm suddenly wrapped around my neck.

"Gak! What the—?!"

"Hehehe, finally got you alone," came Hindrasta's sinister laugh in my ear. This crazy dragon again?

"Come with me. I have something for you."

With the dragon's strength choking me from behind, I couldn't break free...

Where on earth is this insane dragon dragging me?

Hindrasta took me to my room.

She threw me onto the bed and suddenly removed the bikini she'd still been wearing.

"What are you doing, you deranged dragon?"

"You've been good to me, so I thought I'd return the favor."

"Favor?"

"From what I've seen, you lose your mind around females. What better reward than offering you this magnificent body of mine?"

With that, Hindrasta lunged forward and pounced on me.

The moment the naked Hindrasta straddled me—

Instead of arousal, I felt the air being crushed from my lungs by her incredible mass despite her small frame.

She's heavy. Too heavy.

It was like someone had compressed an entire dragon into a small package—unbearably heavy.

"Get off! You're killing me!"

"No! I won't!"

"I said get off!"

Summoning my strength, I threw Hindrasta off the bed. She rolled across the floor and sprang back up.

"You have no right to refuse! Dragons never forget debts or grudges until death!"

"Forget it!"

As Hindrasta charged at me, splintering the floorboards, I grabbed her by the throat and hurled her backward.

"Gak!"

The wall shuddered and the windows rattled when Hindrasta hit it.

"What the hell! Are you too stupid to accept what's freely given?!"

"I don't eat lizards, even when offered!"

"Eat it! It's delicious, so eat it!"

"No!"

After a fierce struggle, I finally ended the situation by planting Hindrasta headfirst into the floor until she passed out.

I roughly wrapped her in a blanket and dragged her back to her room, thinking:

I know full well her true form is an enormous dragon.

Remembering how I suffered chasing her across battlefields as she appeared and disappeared at will, I feel absolutely no attraction.

Even if she is a busty beauty, a no is a no.

# # # # #

Meanwhile, in her room, Kirrin was crying under her blanket.

Earlier at the barbecue party, Kirrin had returned to her room alone after seeing Dian surrounded by so many people.

She felt there was no place for her by his side.

Still, she couldn't help herself and secretly watched him from the corridor window, but that only made her heart ache more.

As the party went on and drunk women began clinging to Dian, she couldn't bear to watch anymore.

When Dian spotted her, Kirrin hid in her room.

She heard Dian's footsteps stop outside her door and struggled with whether to open it or pretend not to notice.

But suddenly she heard Sophie's voice, and the two walked away.

Then came the violent sounds from Dian's room.

Much later, Dian disappeared down the hall carrying an unconscious Hindrasta over his shoulder.

How vigorously must they have...

This confirmed it for her.

I've already lost...

I was the first to meet Dian at the Academy...

I thought I was the first to fall for him...

Ch.178 - Kirrin's Black Forest (1)
The next morning, I came down for breakfast and noticed Kirrin was nowhere to be seen.

Is she sleeping in?

I asked around, but no one knew where she was.

Strange.

"Oh, my head. Oh, my head. I'm dying here."

Ignoring Hindrasta who was massaging the back of his neck while looking at me, I walked out of the dining hall.

I was about to go up to her room when I ran into Kaiden.

"Where are you going?"

"The Principal hasn't come down, so I was wondering if something happened."

"She returned to the Academy."

I stared at him blankly, confused by his words, and Kaiden elaborated.

"The Principal came to find me early this morning, saying she had urgent business to attend to and asked me to open a dimensional gate to the Academy. So I did."

"Is that so?"

What urgent business could she have?

If it were something truly urgent, Ismera would have been the first to act, not Kirrin.

What kind of business would the Principal need to handle alone during vacation that even the Vice Principal and Head Professors don't know about?

This is very suspicious.

"However, the Principal seemed a bit strange," Kaiden said then.

"Her eyes were swollen, as if she had been crying all night."

"Really?"

Crying... I wonder what made her cry.

I should probably go check on her.

Kirrin is emotionally sensitive, and I feel uneasy leaving her alone at the Academy.

"I'll go to the Academy. Please open a dimensional gate."

"Understood."

I crossed over to the Academy through the dimensional gate Kaiden opened.

The gate led directly to the main building.

As soon as I stepped out, I heard the sound of a crow.

Looking up, I saw a rather large crow circling above the main building before flying off in the distance.

A crow? That's an unusual bird to see around here.

After watching the crow disappear, I entered the main building.

Since it was vacation, only administrative staff on duty were present in the main building.

Walking down the empty corridor, I heard sobbing coming from the direction of the Principal's office.

"Principal? Are you there?"

When I knocked, the sound abruptly stopped.

Focusing my hearing, I could faintly make out muffled sounds, as if someone was covering their mouth.

"I know you're in there. Are you alright?"

After a moment, Kirrin answered from behind the door.

"I'm fine... Why, *hic*, did you come here...?"

"I heard you left suddenly saying you had urgent business, so I came to check. Why are you crying?"

"It's nothing... Don't worry about it... I want to be alone..."

I tried turning the doorknob, but it was locked from the inside.

I decided to leave for now and come back later when she might be calmer.

Instead of returning through the dimensional gate, I headed to the professors' office.

After hearing Kirrin crying, my desire to go back to the Duke's mansion and enjoy myself had completely disappeared.

I sat alone in the professors' office reading a book and eventually dozed off.

When I opened my eyes, it was lunchtime.

I went back to the Principal's office and knocked, but there was no answer, and the door was still locked.

"Let's get some lunch."

With no response, I went down alone to the dessert café.

However, all the shops were closed for vacation, so I had no choice but to return to the mansion through the dimensional gate.

"Where have you been?" Merylda asked, meeting me in front of the dimensional gate.

"At the Academy. Have you eaten?"

"I'm just going to eat now. Welcome back."

After finishing my meal and evading the women who were trying to drag me somewhere else, I went to find Ismera.

"Ismera, about Principal Kirrin."

After I told her what happened, Ismera shook her head.

"There's no reason for her to rush back like that. As you know, even the faculty has three days off, so there's nothing to do."

"Then why did she go back?"

"I don't know... Given that she was crying, it doesn't seem work-related. Could she... be getting fired from her position as Principal?"

Getting fired from her position as Principal.

The 2nd Princess has been constantly looking for opportunities to get rid of Kirrin.

With me and Kaiden here, and with Ismera as Vice Principal, there would be no immediate problems even if Kirrin were removed.

Of course, the question is how to overcome the Emperor's stubbornness, as he feels indebted to Kirrin's father.

But that old man is already quite aged, having been in power for ten years since the end of the war, and could die any day now.

He's probably starting to struggle with controlling his daughter, who seized power as a post-war influential figure while only in her thirties.

Hmm, could that really be it?

But that's strange too.

From what Kirrin told me, the 2nd Princess's attitude toward her had softened recently.

Based on my brief encounters with the 2nd Princess, she doesn't seem like someone whose attitude would suddenly fluctuate.

"Kaiden, did the 2nd Princess promise you the Principal position later?"

When I asked Kaiden, he said he'd never heard such a thing.

She wouldn't make me Principal either, not after I so strongly refused at the beginning. Not unless she's gone mad.

Ismera lacks the credentials to replace Kirrin.

And she's not an outsider either.

If someone were to push Kirrin out, they'd need to be at least at the level of the Demon King Assassination Task Force.

So she's probably not being fired.

Then why on earth is she crying?

I'll go check again later.

# # # # #

In the late afternoon, I went back to the Academy and knocked on the Principal's office door.

"Principal."

Like in the morning, there was no answer, and the door remained locked.

"Principal. Let's talk."

Silence.

"Do you know where the Principal might have gone?" I asked the administrative staff on duty, but they didn't know.

They didn't even seem to know that the Principal had entered the main building.

I went outside and found a spot where I could see the Principal's office window.

The sun was gradually setting, but there was no light visible in the room.

Did she go to the dormitory?

I walked slowly to the dormitory, but the situation was the same.

The door was locked, no answer, and no sign of anyone inside when I looked through the window.

Not in her office, not in the dormitory... where could the Principal be in this empty Academy during vacation?

I strolled around the Academy once, but Kirrin's whereabouts remained a mystery.

Even the guards at the checkpoints had no record of Kirrin entering or leaving.

What could it be?

Come to think of it, even though she's mixed-blood, she's still a Dark Elf. If she's deliberately hiding her presence, it would be very difficult to find her.

But why would she deliberately hide? I don't understand.

It was dinner time, so I returned to the Duke's mansion.

Kirrin wasn't there either.

"Still haven't found her?" Ismera's face finally showed concern as Kirrin's whereabouts remained unknown even after sunset.

"No. She's nowhere in the Academy. Dark Elves are hard to find when they hide, but..."

"But there's no reason for her to hide."

"Exactly. That's why I find it strange."

"What could it be...?"

Furrowing her brow, Ismera grabbed my wrist and pulled me to find Kaiden.

"Head Professor of Theory, the Principal has been missing all day. Can you find her?"

"The Principal is missing?"

Kaiden put down the magic book he was reading and nodded.

"Let's try to find her."

A circular window appeared before Kaiden and us, showing an image of the Academy.

It was like looking down at the Academy from above, as if through a drone, but with magic.

"This is amazing," Ismera's eyes widened, seeing such a thing for the first time.

"I've deployed a reconnaissance spell over the Academy. It's not difficult."

Kaiden operated the reconnaissance spell to examine every corner of the Academy.

"I already looked everywhere, so another method... Whoa?!"

I was interrupted by my own surprise, my mouth hanging open.

In the dark Academy, small white objects were visible—they were cats captured by thermal imaging!?

Is this even possible?!

At first, I was unimpressed, thinking it was just an application of reconnaissance magic, but a great mage is truly a great mage.

However, despite the impressive magic, we couldn't find Kirrin.

Even a Dark Elf can't erase her heat signature, so if we can't find her with this, she's not in the Academy.

If the guards don't know either, did she climb over the wall?

Why would the Principal sneak out like a thief?

Unlike in the past, now there are two Head Professors and a Vice Principal to share the workload.

Since I arrived, she's gained confidence, tried many new things, and even received praise from the 2nd Princess.

Moreover, Kirrin would never leave the Academy of her own accord.

Her father, the head of their clan, wouldn't allow it.

Considering all this, the only explanation is that the 2nd Princess dismissed her from the Principal position.

Let's confirm it.

"To the Imperial Castle."

"Eek!? Suddenly in the middle of the night?!" Ismera exclaimed in shock, blocking Kaiden as he was about to open a dimensional gate.

"I'm just going to ask a question. It'll be fine."

"You don't visit other people's homes at this hour! Let alone the Imperial Castle! And how will you even meet the 2nd Princess?!"

"If it doesn't work out, I'll come back. Since something might have happened to Kirrin, I'm eliminating possibilities one by one."

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

While Ismera hesitated, Kaiden opened a dimensional gate to the Imperial Castle.

"I'll be back soon."

"Be careful..."

The gate's exit was near the drawbridge of the Imperial Castle.

After adjusting my clothes, I put on a smile and walked slowly toward the drawbridge.

"Halt!" The guards shouted, pointing their spears at me.

"Hello. I have business here. I'm Dian, Head Professor of Combat at the Special Mission Academy."

"No one may enter the Imperial Castle at this hour. Please return tomorrow morning."

"It's rather urgent. I need to speak with the 2nd Princess."

The guards looked at each other in disbelief.

"Is this guy completely insane? Get out of here before we arrest you!"

Ismera was right.

Even during normal hours, identity verification is strict, but at this time of night, being called crazy for wanting to meet a Princess is only natural.

Hmm, what to do...

# # # # #

Knock, knock, knock.

The 2nd Princess, who had been sleeping, slowly opened her eyes.

She had heard a strange sound.

Knock, knock, knock.

The sound was coming from the bedroom window.

Something was clinging to the window on all fours.

What is that? An assassin?

That can't be.

All entrances to the bedroom were protected by multiple layers of barriers.

Even the most skilled assassin couldn't get this close without anyone noticing.

"2nd Princess. Let's talk."

The presumed assassin clinging to the window spoke.

A familiar voice. Looking closely, it was Dian, Linus's colleague.

"Thank you. I thought my arms were going to fall off."

When she opened the window, Dian entered the bedroom with a smile.

"Welcome, Dian."

The 2nd Princess greeted Dian with a composed smile.

However, she couldn't stop the cold sweat running down her back.

She realized that if Dian wanted to, taking her life would be effortless.

Ch.179 - Kirrin's Black Forest (2)
"I'm sorry for the late hour. I had an urgent matter to discuss."

"It's fine. Sit down."

The 2nd Princess gestured toward the chair at her vanity.

As Dian pulled up the chair and sat down, the 2nd Princess glided over to the door and opened it slightly.

"Bring some light refreshments and drinks."

After giving instructions to the servant outside, the 2nd Princess closed the door and returned to sit on the edge of her bed.

"So, Dian. What brings you here? And through the window, no less?"

"They wouldn't let me in through the front."

"I see. But how did you get this far? If there's a security vulnerability, I need to know so it can be addressed."

"I just climbed up the wall. There's no security vulnerability. Your guards should be able to detect even Dark Elves."

The corner of the 2nd Princess's mouth twitched slightly at those words.

"Are you saying you can conceal your presence better than a Dark Elf?"

"I suppose so. Anyway, that's not what's important."

But to the 2nd Princess, it was important.

He had bypassed security measures that even Dark Elves couldn't penetrate.

Without magic barriers constructed by someone of Kaiden's caliber, there would be no way to stop this man.

And that Kaiden was on Dian's side.

The other two archmages were elderly men who could die any day now.

Essentially, there was no way to stop him.

Now she understood why the Emperor had been consumed by paranoia for ten years, fearing that Dian might harbor resentment and come to kill him at any moment.

"Let's hear what brings you here."

The experienced 2nd Princess carefully concealed her concerns as she crossed her legs.

"Did you say you were going to dismiss Principal Kirrin?"

At Dian's direct question, the 2nd Princess tilted her head as if hearing this for the first time.

"What are you talking about? I never said such a thing."

"Is that so?"

"Has something happened?"

"Kirrin has disappeared. I can't figure out where she is. I thought perhaps she heard she was being dismissed and ran away in despair."

"I've put the matter of dismissing Kirrin on hold. She's changed a lot since you joined the Academy. Besides, Kirrin isn't in a position to leave of her own accord."

"I know. Her father would cause an uproar."

"Yes. Nemara is a cruel Dark Elf. He makes no exceptions, even for his own kin. That's why Kirrin has continued as principal despite not wanting the position."

"Then where on earth could she have gone..."

As Dian muttered to himself, there was a knock at the door, followed by a servant announcing that refreshments were ready.

The 2nd Princess shielded Dian with her body as she personally received the tray.

"Go ahead and eat. There's no poison."

"I wouldn't mind if there was."

Dian grabbed a handful of cookies from the plate without hesitation and munched on them noisily.

"Oh, these are delicious!"

Crumbs scattered onto the carpet as he spoke while eating, but the 2nd Princess didn't mind at all.

More accurately, she couldn't focus on that. She was distracted by Dian's comment.

He wouldn't mind if there was poison? Did that mean he had immunity to poisons?

Coming from anyone else, she might dismiss it as bluster or nonsense. But from him, it sounded like the truth. That meant poisoning him would be impossible.

The 2nd Princess had investigated Dian's record through various channels.

In his brief time with the Special Task Force, Dian had accomplished feats so incredible that they would be criticized as unrealistic if written in an epic.

From this, she deduced that Dian couldn't be harmed physically.

He had emerged unscathed from accidents that would have torn an ordinary human to pieces.

The same was true of Linus, but the two were completely different.

In truth, the 2nd Princess wasn't particularly worried about or afraid of Linus.

Linus was the Hero.

If "justice" were to take human form in this world, it would probably look like Linus.

So unless the 2nd Princess committed injustices on an imperial scale, Linus posed no threat.

But Dian was unpredictable.

Based on their interactions and his past actions, he didn't pursue justice single-mindedly like Linus.

Yet he wasn't driven by greed or inherently evil, making him difficult to persuade.

The best approach was to let him do as he pleased.

And to grant his wishes whenever possible.

He has no weaknesses at all. If I provoke him unnecessarily, everything I've prepared could be ruined.

He came to me today to confirm whether I had notified Kirrin of her dismissal.

Since I've done no such thing, I'll just feed him cookies and send him on his way.

"These are delicious. As expected of the Imperial Castle."

"I'm glad you're enjoying them. Now, perhaps you should be on your way—"

"Do you make fried chicken here?"

Dian asked abruptly.

"What?"

"Fried chicken. Chicken coated in flour batter and fried crispy in oil."

Fried chicken...? What is he talking about all of a sudden?

"We do have something like that."

"Could you pack up two for me?"

The 2nd Princess stared at Dian without saying a word.

She couldn't understand what he meant.

Fried chicken, flour batter, oil, crispy, two pieces.

Why would he suddenly say something so random?

Is he sending me some kind of political message?

Hmm...

After ordering two fried chickens from a servant, she returned to find that Dian had emptied all the plates and cups.

"I'm sorry for disturbing you so late at night."

"It's fine. By the way, I understand it's currently vacation. What have you been up to?"

The 2nd Princess asked as if she knew nothing, though she already knew everything.

"Huh? You already know, don't you? Why are you asking?"

When Dian questioned her directly without hesitation, the 2nd Princess maintained her smile and replied.

"I know where you went, but I don't know if you're enjoying yourself there. I was curious."

"I'm having a wonderful time. I've never seen such a luxurious place in my life. Even more extravagant than the Imperial Castle, wouldn't you say?"

"I see. You must have had many conversations with the Duke. You're comrades in a way."

"Less comrades and more like... he saved my life?"

The 2nd Princess laughed softly. She already knew about how Dian and Linus had saved the noble army from Hindrasta.

"So, did you enjoy reminiscing about old times?"

"I understand what you're curious about, but nothing like that happened."

The 2nd Princess belatedly realized that Dian had hit the mark.

Dian spoke so casually that she almost missed it.

The reason the 2nd Princess had asked what he discussed with the Duke was because she thought the Duke might try to persuade the former Special Task Force members.

"There was absolutely no political talk. He just tried to arrange a match for me."

"A match?"

"Yes, that kind of thing. Anyway, I should be going now."

"Don't forget your fried chicken."

"I think it's coming now. I can smell it getting closer."

The 2nd Princess quietly inhaled but couldn't smell anything.

He must be bluffing.

But at that moment, there was a knock at the door.

"I've brought the late-night snack you ordered."

When she opened the door, there indeed was a servant holding packaged fried chicken.

At the same time, the aroma of fried chicken finally wafted in.

Could it be that he has senses far more acute than normal people...?

Let me test this.

"Here you are, Dian. Enjoy."

"Thank you. I apologize for the late intrusion."

As Dian climbed onto the windowsill with the bag of fried chicken, the 2nd Princess stepped back.

Then, in a voice so quiet that only she should be able to hear it, she whispered:

"See you again, Dian."

"Yes, Your Highness. I'll be back."

With that reply, Dian threw himself out the window.

So his hearing is as sharp as his sense of smell.

The 2nd Princess approached the window and looked outside, but Dian was nowhere to be seen.

"Stand aside immediately!"

Suddenly, with a shout, the door was flung open violently.

"Your Highness! Are you alright?!"

Her personal aide rushed into the bedroom with sword drawn.

"What's the matter?"

"I heard there was an intruder!"

"Calm yourself. I am perfectly fine. Close the door."

Though the aide closed the door at the 2nd Princess's command, he remained vigilant.

"What intruder? The alarm didn't even sound."

"I happened to meet a servant in the hallway bringing a late-night snack to Your Highness. I thought it strange since you never eat anything after sunset. And two fried chickens, no less..."

The 2nd Princess laughed after hearing her aide's reasoning.

"That's just like you. Yes, you're right. There was an intruder."

"I knew it!"

The aide gripped his sword tightly again, scanning the room.

"Relax. He's already gone. It was Dian who came and left."

"Dian...? The Combat Head Professor from the Special Mission Academy? But how did he get in here...?"

"He came through the window."

"I'll have the Captain of the Guard and all responsible parties punished immediately!"

"Don't do that."

The 2nd Princess shook her head with a smile.

"It would be absurd to punish someone for failing to prevent a natural disaster. Instead, summon the cryptanalysts from the Intelligence Division immediately."

"Cryptanalysts? Did Dian leave some kind of intelligence?"

"He said something important. We need to analyze the hidden meaning."

Dian, former member of the Demon King Assassination Task Force.

Today's encounter made the 2nd Princess realize that Dian surpassed even the Hero Linus.

Every action and statement from such a person must be the result of careful calculation.

Knowing the weight of his words and actions, he would never act frivolously.

So even the matter of the two fried chickens must contain a message for her.

She had to figure it out!

# # # # #

Upon returning to the Academy, I gave one of the fried chickens I'd brought to the administrative staff on night duty.

"Thank you for your hard work. Please enjoy this while you work. It's fried chicken from the Imperial Castle."

"The Imperial Castle? Combat Head Professor, you're such a joker!"

The female staff members giggled and tugged at my arm, inviting me to join them, but I declined.

I planned to break into the principal's office and look for clues about where Kirrin might have gone.

With the chicken bag in hand, I headed to the principal's office.

The door was still locked, and there was no answer when I knocked.

I straightened a paperclip borrowed from the administrative office and fiddled with the keyhole until the door unlocked.

As soon as I turned the doorknob and stepped inside, I leaped into the air.

A snare trap set on the floor narrowly missed my ankle, snapping shut with a whip-like sound.
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The lasso was pulled quickly across the floor, writhing like a snake before coiling up toward the ceiling.

Following the line of the lasso with my eyes, I could figure out its basic structure.

It was a trap designed to snag someone's ankle and hang them upside down the moment they opened the door and stepped inside.

Though crude in design and execution, it was still an effective trap for the unwary.

Who would set something like this here? And for what purpose?

Suddenly, I felt a sharp prick on the back of my neck.

When I reached back to feel it, my fingers found something thin and long.

Pulling it out to examine, I saw it was an extremely thin needle with a small cotton-like ball at the end.

Judging by its shape, it wasn't some mutant mosquito—more like a poison dart.

I lightly tasted the tip with my tongue and felt a tingling sensation—a powerful paralytic poison.

The lasso and the paralytic... someone wants to capture me alive.

But who?

In that brief moment of analysis, I turned my eyes toward the direction from which I suspected the dart had been fired.

It was a corner of the room—not near a window, just a dark corner where shadows gathered.

It was some distance from the window, shrouded in darkness, making it impossible to see what might be there.

I considered checking it out but changed my mind.

If my opponent was skilled enough to hide their presence from me, they might flee the moment I approached.

So instead...

I dropped the needle, clutched my forehead as if dizzy, and deliberately staggered before falling to my knees.

"Why am I so sleepy..."

Then I collapsed, feigning unconsciousness.

After a moment, two red dots appeared in the darkness.

Slowly approaching me were ruby-red eyes.

A Dark Elf.

Not Kirrin.

If it had been Kirrin, I would have recognized her immediately by the perfume she always wore.

Besides, Kirrin was a half-Dark Elf.

She couldn't hide her presence from me at this level, nor was her skin as dark as the Dark Elf standing before me.

The slender male Dark Elf looking down at me now had skin so pitch-black it was hard to tell where the darkness ended and his skin began—a pure-blooded Dark Elf.

But that face... it seemed familiar.

Or maybe not. Perhaps it was just my imagination.

It's not easy to distinguish faces between different races.

Especially with pure-blooded Dark Elves, whose features are barely discernible against their dark skin.

"This was easier than I expected," the Dark Elf said in the Dark Elf language. His voice was remarkably cold.

"I don't know about anything else, but it seems he has no resistance to poison," came a deep male voice from behind.

Hearing that voice, a memory suddenly surfaced.

The competition venue sponsored by the Imperial Security Office.

Among those who claimed to be Kirrin's siblings, there was a large Dark Elf with a voice like that.

Come to think of it, the Dark Elf in front of me also looked familiar from that time. I remember that hairstyle.

"Let's move him right away without wasting time."

Two of Kirrin's brothers, who knew me, had infiltrated the principal's office, set a trap, and laid in ambush...

I wasn't sure.

What role did Kirrin play in this? Or was this unrelated to her?

Either way, why go to such lengths for me?

These guys can speak the common language, and I'm not deaf.

What's going on here?

"Still, let's make sure. Let's hit his head and knock him out properly."

Along with the deep voice, I heard something heavy being dragged across the ground.

"Are you planning to use that? It would be troublesome if he dies, Brother."

"I know this man well. He won't die from something like this."

"But that's something you use to hunt large magical beasts... Well, fine. But if he dies, you'll take responsibility and explain to Father."

"Don't worry. He definitely won't die."

What are these guys babbling about regarding me?

Maybe I should open my eyes now.

At that moment, with a violent rush of air, something with tremendous pressure came down on my head.

KWANG!!

Something extremely hard and heavy struck my temple.

# # # # #

"Brother."

Dark Elf Jakrion stared at the iron club embedded in Professor Dian's head.

"What if you killed him?"

"He's not dead."

Dark Elf Drebron replied in a deep voice as he casually withdrew his iron club.

His weapon was quite different from an ordinary cylindrical club.

It was a terrifying triangular pillar with three sharp edges.

He had struck with the flat side intending to knock Dian unconscious—no one knew what would have happened if he'd used the sharp edge.

That's why Jakrion had objected when Drebron suggested using it to ensure Dian was properly knocked out.

"Normally, his skull should have shattered. But look. Isn't he fine?"

Drebron pointed at Dian's head with his club.

"He certainly is tough. This is the first person to withstand your strike, Brother."

"Now let's head back. Where are the chains for binding him?"

"Right here."

Jakrion held up iron chains marked with numerous blue seals.

"Are those reliable?"

"Of course. They cannot be removed without a dispelling magic."

As Drebron stepped over the fallen Dian to take the chains from Jakrion...

"I don't know what this is about."

Both Drebron and Jakrion turned around simultaneously.

Dian was slowly getting to his feet.

"Shouldn't you first explain why you're here?"

Dian said in the common language as he picked up his dropped fried chicken bag.

"Instead of bashing my head with an iron club out of nowhere."

Seeing this, Drebron spoke in a low voice.

"What the hell?"

"Can't you see, Brother? He's awake."

Jakrion remarked indifferently.

"He must be immune to the poison."

"Strange. The paralytic poison he was hit with could subdue even a mutant basilisk. And he took a blow to the head."

"Is that what matters? What's important is that the human is awake."

"Hmm... If neither traps nor poison work, then there's only one way."

Drebron swung his iron club onto his shoulder.

"We do it the usual way."

Jakrion pulled out brass knuckles from his pocket and put them on both hands.

"Shall I try first?"

"You can't handle him alone. This human is very strong. I had quite a struggle dealing with him in the Black Swamp."

"I see. Then let's attack together. This is a first for me, though."

Jakrion raised his fists with the brass knuckles, taking a stance.

"This stays secret from Father, Brother. He would consider it shameful for our Nemara clan to reveal ourselves to a target."

"Of course."

"Then here I go."

Jakrion charged forward quickly.

His plan was to launch a swift attack to create an opening, allowing his brother to deliver a knockout blow.

It was a good plan.

Until Dian's foot slammed into his stomach.

With an ear-splitting sound, Dian's foot embedded itself in Jakrion's abdomen.

For a brief moment, Jakrion didn't even register that he'd been kicked in the stomach.

He only felt as if an invisible hook was pulling him backward.

Only when both his legs were lifted into the air did Jakrion finally realize he'd been struck first by Dian.

How could he move so fast...?

"GAAACK!!"

Drebron caught his brother with one arm as Jakrion flew backward, spitting blood.

"That's why I said we should attack together, little brother."

"I was careless..."

Jakrion wiped the flowing blood with his sleeve and tried to regain his stance.

But the extreme pain made it difficult to even stand properly.

Seeing this, Drebron stepped forward.

"I'll engage him first. Join me after you've recovered."

As Drebron advanced, Dian spoke.

"I see you have no intention of resolving this through dialogue. Then I have no choice either."

"Persuading a target is shameful for our clan, Professor Dian. I hope you don't take it too personally," Drebron replied in the common language as he gripped his iron club firmly.

"I've been wanting a proper fight with you since the Black Swamp incident, and now after ten years..."

Drebron couldn't finish his sentence because Dian had vanished from sight.

# # # # #

The terrace and wall of the principal's office shattered as the two Dark Elves were flung out.

Dian walked steadily toward the Dark Elves as they tumbled across the stone pavement.

"Brother...! He's coming...!"

"Damn it..."

Drebron cursed under his breath as he looked around for his missing iron club.

They had thought two of them would be enough, but they had misjudged. They had underestimated their opponent.

But they couldn't return empty-handed.

Making a quick decision, Drebron said, "We'll conceal ourselves, Jakrion."

"What? You mean abandon the target and leave? That would be a disgrace to the Nemara!"

"Not abandonment—ambush."

It was the middle of the night.

The academy was on break, with all lights out—perfect conditions for Dark Elves to hide.

Earlier, when they were concealed in the room, the human hadn't noticed their presence at all.

If they hid and waited for an opening, they still had a chance.

"You're right. Let's do that."

Just as the Dark Elves were about to conceal themselves—

THWACK!

"Ugh! What the—?!"

Jakrion rubbed his face where something had hit him and looked down.

It was a crispy fried chicken leg that had struck his face before falling to the ground.

Dian reached into the bag he was holding and pulled out a second chicken leg.

THWACK!

The second chicken leg hit Drebron in the solar plexus before bouncing off.

"Is he mocking us?"

"Ignore it, Jakrion. Conceal yourself as planned."

The two Dark Elves moved at a speed close to teleportation, each hiding in the darkness.

A Dark Elf's concealment is not mere hide-and-seek.

They can actually erase their presence, leaving only a faint, barely visible outline to the naked eye.

That's why when a dark-skinned Dark Elf conceals himself on a dark night like this, he becomes impossible to find.

But... where did he go?

Professor Dian was no longer standing where he had been a moment ago.

"What are you doing here?"

Startled by the voice right beside him, Drebron jumped back.

Dian was standing there.

He had definitely concealed himself... how?!

"The delicious smell of fried chicken."

Seeing Drebron's bewildered face, Dian smiled and pointed with his finger.

There were some oily bread crumbs stuck to Drebron's clothes.

Did he track them by smell?

Could it be... that throwing the fried chicken earlier was...
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"You dark elves are skilled at stealth."

Dian laughed as he wiped the chicken grease from his hands onto his cloak.

"With your black skin, you're really hard to find once you hide. And you don't even leave a scent behind."

Drebron, who had been backing away from Dian, spotted his iron club lying on the ground nearby.

"That's why I had such a hard time in the Black Swamp. If I hadn't had chicken this time, I probably would have missed you."

While Dian was speaking, Drebron quickly threw himself forward and grabbed the iron club.

Despite being nearly two meters tall, his agility resembled that of a feline predator.

"Going to try again? Don't you think it's about time we resolved this through conversation?"

When Drebron didn't answer, Dian shrugged and smiled.

"I know a bit about you dark elves. You never try to persuade or negotiate with assassination or kidnapping targets. You consider it the highest achievement to kill someone without them knowing how or by whom they died. Plus, you maintain absolute secrecy about your missions."

Dian snorted as he watched Drebron take a stance with his iron club.

"But you must be feeling pretty awful since I've figured out who you are. An assassin's disgrace, I suppose."

Drebron remained silent.

As Dian said, dialogue wasn't part of the dark elves' target handling methods.

"Where is Kirrin? She's not at the academy, so I've been looking for her. I know her sister has disappeared..."

Dian stopped mid-sentence and twisted his body.

Jakrion rushed through the space Dian had just vacated, leaving afterimages in his wake.

His knuckle-clad fist struck the innocent ground instead, cracking the stone pavement.

With his fist embedded in the ground, Jakrion performed a large tumbling motion and pulled his fist free.

Dian was already standing several steps away, still holding his bag of fried chicken.

As soon as his feet touched the ground, Jakrion seemed to multiply into dozens of copies as he charged toward Dian.

His speed was so incredible that even his afterimages appeared blurry.

Dian stepped back gradually, blocking Jakrion's punches with minimal movement.

"Stop this pointless effort."

Although not a single attack had connected, Jakrion didn't stop.

From the beginning, Jakrion had no intention of knocking Dian down with his fists.

Jakrion had something else in mind.

Drebron raised his iron club, moving quickly toward the path where Dian was expected to retreat.

While Dian was distracted by Jakrion's rapid attacks, Drebron would strike him from behind!

But of course, this failed.

Just as the iron club was about to make contact with Dian's head, he vanished.

The club came crashing down directly toward Jakrion, who had been in front of Dian.

CRASH!!

The iron club narrowly missed Jakrion and embedded itself in the ground.

"Dodge, Brother!!!"

The moment Drebron turned to look sideways, Dian's foot flew toward his chest.

As his chest was kicked, Drebron realized something.

That it was absolutely impossible to subdue this human.

Drebron had participated in an operation at the Black Swamp before.

It was during the offensive and defensive battle between the Demon King's army and the human alliance.

The dark elves had planned to make a wide detour around the front lines, passing through the Black Swamp to strike the human alliance's rear.

The Black Swamp was difficult terrain that was challenging even for people to traverse, let alone carriages.

Conversely, this made it an optimal infiltration route due to its minimal defenses.

The infiltrating dark elves numbered in the dozens.

It was a large-scale infiltration unit that included not only the Nemara Clan but also various other clans.

If this many could successfully infiltrate, they could annihilate an entire legion's garrison in the blink of an eye.

As expected, there was nothing in the Black Swamp when they entered.

The dark elves began to cross the swamp almost as if flying, using their uniquely swift footwork.

At this rate, receiving the substantial mission payment was a foregone conclusion.

That is, until they encountered two humans waiting at the point where the swamp ended.

Only after a third of the infiltrating personnel instantly died did the dark elves realize they had walked into an ambush.

While they were in disarray, trying to decide whether to advance or retreat in search of the invisible enemy, another third perished.

Only when a third of the original infiltration force remained did the humans finally reveal themselves.

One was a blonde with blue eyes, and the other was a man with shaggy brown hair and brown eyes.

After a fierce battle, the surviving dark elves all retreated.

More accurately, they didn't retreat so much as scatter in all directions, desperately fleeing for their lives.

Only after the war ended did Drebron learn that the blonde man they had encountered was the Hero Linus.

Then who was the man with him?

Despite extensive inquiries, he couldn't find out anything at all.

It was as if the man he had seen wasn't a real person but a ghost—not even the smallest clue existed.

In the midst of this, he participated in a competition hosted by the Imperial Security Office, and there Drebron met the man he had been looking for.

Dian. The Head Professor of Combat at the Special Mission Academy where his sister Kirrin served as Principal.

Ten years had passed since the Black Swamp incident.

For humans, ten years is a long time, so he should have weakened since then.

Additionally, without the Hero Linus by his side, Drebron thought that he and Jakrion could easily subdue Professor Dian.

However, not only was subduing him impossible, but even escaping was uncertain.

Should he give up the fight and resolve this through dialogue?

But that was absolutely out of the question.

Rather than persuading or negotiating with a target, he would prefer suicide.

For now, retreat was the only option.

Just as this thought crossed his mind, he felt a blinding pain and flew several meters before crashing into a flower bed.

"Brother! Are you alright?!"

Jakrion, who had quickly run over to avoid Dian, helped the upside-down Drebron to his feet.

"Get up quickly! He's coming!"

Jakrion shouted as Dian approached with his bag of fried chicken.

"Take off your shirt, Jakrion."

"What?"

Jakrion questioned Drebron's sudden instruction.

"He tracked us while we were hidden by the smell of fried chicken on our clothes. So take off your clothes. We're retreating."

"Retreat... That's impossible..."

After hesitating, Jakrion bit his lip and threw off his shirt as he saw Dian leisurely walking toward them.

"Planning to run away? Answer my question before you go."

Dian rummaged through his chicken bag as he watched the dark elves removing their clothes.

"Where is Kirrin? And why are you trying to capture me?"

Instead of answering, Jakrion and Drebron stretched their arms toward the sky.

From somewhere, thin, tough threads flew in, writhing like snakes, and wrapped around the arms and bodies of the two.

"Where do you think you're going!"

Dian shouted and threw a piece of chicken at the dark elves who were rapidly ascending, wrapped in threads.

However, the chicken fell short of the dark elves' feet and hit the building wall before dropping.

Dian tucked the chicken bag firmly under his arm and ran, leaping up toward the building.

Just as Dian reached out to grab the dark elves' ankles...

Dozens of threads flew in, entangling Dian like a net and pulling him back to the ground.

"Argh! The chicken's falling!"

The dark elves, having escaped Dian's grasp, had no time for relief as they hurriedly jumped from building to building, trying to leave the academy as quickly as possible.

A female dark elf appeared beside the fleeing dark elves and began running alongside them.

"Thank you, Sharian. If it weren't for you, we would have died."

Sharian nodded briefly at Drebron's words.

"I saw everything from above. That was quite a high-difficulty target. Wouldn't it have been better if all three of us had faced him?"

"If you had come down too, we wouldn't have been able to retreat with our lives intact like this."

"Leaving Sister in the rear was a wise decision, Brother."

Jakrion agreed, constantly glancing behind to see if Dian was following them.

"Anyway, I'm glad you're both safe. So, are you going to try again?"

"Of course, Sharian."

Drebron answered as they leaped over the academy wall.

"Won't it be too difficult? That's not a human, but a monster."

"We'll accomplish it even if we need help from our other siblings. This is what Mother asked of us."

"That's true. If it's Mother's request, we have no choice."

The three dark elves left the academy and disappeared into the darkness.

# # # # #

"Damn it."

I cursed as I looked down at the chicken neck in my hand.

The bag had torn when I was hindered by those strange threads, and all the chicken had spilled onto the ground.

All I managed to save was this single chicken neck.

What a waste. I'll have to get another order packed up next time I go to the Imperial Castle.

But who were those guys anyway?

They suddenly appeared, didn't explain anything properly, got beaten up, and then ran away.

The owner of those threads that rescued them was probably Kirrin's sister.

Given that this happened after Kirrin disappeared, it seems she must be involved somehow.

But how can I know what's going on when they won't answer my questions?

I pondered what to do next while gnawing on the chicken neck.

But there was already only one answer.

Since they ran away, I'll have to go find them.

I'm heading to the forest of the Nemara Clan.
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But there's one problem.

I have no idea where the Nemara Forest is.

Even the pure elves never reveal the location of their Great Forest to outsiders.

However, in the case of the Great Forest, it's naturally conspicuous because of the massive trees gathered there.

But that's not the case with the Dark Elves.

From the outside, their forest looks no different from an ordinary one, and only once you enter can you finally notice the difference.

Only inside can you see their distinctive black trees.

That's why the Dark Elves' forest is called the Black Forest.

Moreover, since they're extremely averse to outside approach and contact, most of their settlements are located in places that other races wouldn't dare approach.

They even set all kinds of traps at possible entry points, so if you're living an ordinary life, it's better for your well-being to stay far away from those areas.

No, getting involved with Dark Elves is a bad idea from the start.

They sided with the Demon King's army during the Four-Year War, and they're so insidious and extremely dangerous that you might think they were born to be assassins.

Kirrin's mixed blood dilutes the distinctive aura of Dark Elves.

Still, even Kirrin could instantly kill untrained civilians if she wanted to, so imagine how formidable pure-blooded Dark Elves must be.

At least, all the Dark Elves I encountered during the war were like that.

I don't think the Nemara Clan would be much different.

They did betray the Demon King's army and other clans at the end of the war to side with the Human Alliance, but that was a thoroughly calculated move.

If the Demon King's army had been completely dominant, Nemara would never have betrayed them.

The Nemara Clan leader, Kirrin's father, gambled their clan's fate on the Human Alliance's victory, not out of any sense of justice or greater cause.

That's why, despite saving the Emperor's life just before an assassination, the clan still can't openly come to the city.

Unlike the Emperor who owes them his life, the high officials of the Imperial Castle who objectively understand the Dark Elves' racial tendencies know that Nemara didn't have a change of heart, so they would have desperately prevented it.

Anyway, now is not the time to discuss the Dark Elf race itself.

So where exactly is the Nemara Black Forest?

"Kyaah! What is this?!"

Administrative staff who belatedly rushed out due to the commotion from our fight screamed.

Shattered flagstones, ruined flowerbeds, a hole punched through the Principal's office wall...

To the administrative staff responsible for facility management and housekeeping at the Academy, this must look like a scene from hell.

"What happened here, Head Professor of Combat?!"

"We encountered a monster."

I couldn't exactly say I was fighting with the Principal's siblings, so I made something up.

"A-a monster...? My goodness."

"During the semester, there are too many people and it's too noisy for them to come near, but since it's vacation and quiet, it probably thought the place was empty. It smelled the fried chicken and charged in, so I chased it away. Don't worry."

"Thank goodness... If you hadn't been here, Head Professor, it could have been disastrous..."

When I pointed to the chicken pieces scattered on the floor, the administrative staff seemed to believe my story completely.

"By the way, does anyone know where the Principal is from?"

"Why are you asking that now, in this situation?"

The administrative staff looked at each other questioningly.

"Her name is Kirrin Nemara, so isn't she from Nemara?"

"But if she's a Dark Elf, she must have come from a forest. The Nemara Forest?"

"Where is the Nemara Forest? I've never heard of it."

No one seems to know.

I should ask others.

# # # # #

"The Nemara Black Forest? Well..."

Ismera shook her head.

"It's not like the Great Forest—there's no way to find the Black Forest. It's already well-hidden, and after the war ended, they moved everything away."

"Right. Is there anyone who might know?"

"Maybe the Head Professor of Theory? But, Mister."

Ismera took my hand.

"You still haven't found Principal Kirrin, have you?"

"No, I haven't. That's why I want to go to her home. I'm worried something might have happened."

"I see... Go see Professor Kaiden."

I went to find Kaiden, but didn't get a helpful answer.

"Dark Elves' forests can't be found through magic. From the outside, they look exactly like any other forest. And we can't search every forest in the Empire. Besides, there's no guarantee it's even within Imperial territory."

"What about that heat detection thing you showed me before?"

"From an altitude high enough to scan forests across the continent, we can't distinguish between wild animals and Dark Elves. If we descend to an altitude where we could tell the difference, it would take far too long."

So even Kaiden doesn't have a good solution.

On the off chance, I gathered the professors to ask them.

They all have war experience and have done various things, so they might have heard something.

"If a mere Academy professor knew where it was, then it wouldn't be a Dark Elf Black Forest anymore."

But no one knows.

I guess I need to find Linus again.

Though I doubt Linus would know either.

"I don't know."

As I expected, Linus shook his head. Celine didn't know either.

"But why are you looking for the Nemara Black Forest?"

When I told him about Kirrin's disappearance and the sudden attack by her siblings, Linus stroked his chin thoughtfully.

"That's quite strange. As you know, Dark Elves don't usually move unless there's money involved."

"So maybe someone hired them to capture me? They didn't seem to be trying to kill me."

"Who would make such a request? You're being self-important."

I suppose that's true.

On the surface, I'm not someone valuable or important enough to warrant assassination or kidnapping requests.

I'm just an Academy Head Professor with no particular background.

And anyone who knows who I really am wouldn't do something so reckless.

Unless... could it be the Emperor?

That old man might harbor quite a grudge since I've defied him several times to his face, refused all his rewards, and disappeared.

Being a coward, greedy, and cunning old man, there's no telling what he might do.

I should go to the Imperial Castle.

I was planning to ask the 2nd Princess about the location of the Nemara Black Forest anyway.

The Security Office probably knows most of what happens on the continent, so they must know where the Nemara Clan's forest is.

They saved the Emperor's life and are the only Dark Elf clan friendly to the Empire, so they wouldn't be managed carelessly.

Come to think of it, the 2nd Princess is one of the few people I can speak to openly without hiding anything.

The Demon King Assassination Task Force members, Ismera, and finally the 2nd Princess.

I thought we wouldn't have much contact after I entered the Academy, but here we are.

So, back to the Imperial Castle.

# # # # #

Meanwhile, at the Imperial Castle, hastily assembled analysts were arguing over the cryptic statements Dian had left behind.

"So why specifically two fried chickens, not just one? It clearly symbolizes the two powers dividing the Empire."

"Then what are these two powers? The Imperial Castle and the Noble Council? The old powers and new powers divided by the war? And what about the packaging?"

"Perhaps it means to embrace both with an open mind."

"Or maybe it means don't lean toward either one, but keep them all in your grasp."

There's no significant progress.

If it were a complex code, that would be one thing. But Dian's words were all full of vague metaphors and allusions.

'Kneading the flour dough' means to be meticulous and cautious, thoroughly controlling the situation without missing even the smallest detail.

'Crispy fried in oil' means to overwhelmingly dominate the situation with resolute and powerful influence when necessary.

Or was it a warning not to act rashly until sufficient preparations are made?

The case of the two fried chickens has the most divided opinions—whether it refers to two factions or assassination targets currently under consideration.

Depending on how it's analyzed, it could mean to immediately stage a coup and overturn everything, or that it's premature and more preparation is needed, or even to pursue a policy of reconciliation with tolerance.

And there's the worst-case interpretation that no one dares mention: 'Don't irritate me with unnecessary trouble.'

"This isn't a matter that will be easily resolved."

The 2nd Princess nodded at her aide's words.

"Dian is extraordinary. He would never make a statement that could be so easily interpreted."

"It doesn't seem like we'll have an answer today, so you should return. You've been here all night."

"Yes, let's go back."

Just as the 2nd Princess opened the door to the analysis room, she froze in place.

"Your Highness. Do you happen to know where the Nemara Black Forest is?"

Dian was standing at the door.

"H-how...?"

The aide was also too shocked to do anything but stammer upon seeing Dian.

This was the code analysis room, one of the most secure areas within the Security Office.

Located in the basement of the Imperial Castle, even ministerial-level officials couldn't enter without prior approval.

Yet Dian had made it right to the front of the analysis room.

I see, Your Majesty.

Now I understand why you've been so restless and sleepless for the past ten years...
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*Tap-tap-tap-*

The hand of the aide-de-camp trembled as he gripped the hilt of his sword.

Hearing the sound, the 2nd Princess snapped back to her senses and hastily placed her hand over his.

There was absolutely nothing to gain from provoking Dian.

As the aide-de-camp released the sword hilt, the 2nd Princess composed her expression and asked, "We meet again so soon, Dian. What brings you here?"

"Do you know where the Nemara Black Forest is?"

"Nemara? You mean *that* Nemara?"

"Yes. Where is it located?"

"I don't know."

Dian tilted his head at the 2nd Princess's response.

"There's something the Imperial Security Director doesn't know?"

"I mean I don't know right this moment. Even I don't memorize every piece of information. But why are you curious about the Nemara Black Forest?"

"I have my reasons."

After staring at Dian for a moment, the 2nd Princess realized that pressing him further would yield no answers.

"Follow me. I'll show you."

"Your Highness!"

The aide-de-camp hurried after the 2nd Princess as she walked past Dian into the corridor and whispered urgently, "This is a special security zone! We can't allow that person to wander freely! Besides, the place you're heading to..."

"He entered here without any resistance. How do you plan to stop him?"

The aide-de-camp had no response to the 2nd Princess's question.

"The internal regulations of the Imperial Castle and the laws of the Empire don't apply to him. If you try to force him into a mold, the mold will break."

"I understand..."

Though he acknowledged this, the aide-de-camp kept glancing at Dian, remaining vigilant.

Meanwhile, Dian was looking around with admiration, saying "Ooh~" as he observed the corridor and glimpsed offices through open doorways.

"So this is the Security Bureau where all the Empire's information is gathered."

"More precisely, it's one of the Security Bureau's many functions. For security reasons, our subordinate organizations and functions are scattered throughout various locations in the Empire, not just here. This is the command center."

"That's certainly better. If someone had ill intentions, they'd have to search all over the place."

"Ill intentions?"

"Well, for example, someone who might be uncomfortable with the Security Bureau holding all the information."

"I wonder if such a person exists in the Empire?"

At the 2nd Princess's question, the aide-de-camp looked at Dian with tense eyes.

"Who knows? I certainly don't."

But Dian just shrugged with a smile.

"I have absolutely no interest in what the higher-ups are thinking."

"Indeed, you have no need to be concerned."

"That seems right."

The 2nd Princess smiled, and the aide-de-camp secretly wiped his forehead with his sleeve.

For some reason, being face to face with this Dian person was making him sweat.

It was astonishing enough that he had infiltrated deep into the Imperial Castle twice without anyone knowing, but even more remarkable was how he appeared as casual as if out for a neighborhood stroll while in the heart of the Imperial Security Bureau—said to be capable of bringing down dragons—alongside the 2nd Princess, one of the highest authorities.

Here, the 2nd Princess could erase someone from existence with just the twitch of an eyebrow.

Is it because he's from the Demon King Assassination Task Force?

But this wasn't the aide-de-camp's first encounter with someone from the Task Force.

During Hero Linus's time as Captain of the Guard, he met him several times a day, and he maintained an official relationship with Secretary General Rormane as well.

Yet from this Dian person, he sensed something strangely terrifying that he couldn't feel from the other two.

What was it?

Unpredictability.

Yes. The aide-de-camp defined that unpleasant, pressuring feeling as fear stemming from unpredictability.

Other Task Force veterans were all predictable.

They possessed normal thought processes, acted and spoke within the bounds of common sense.

They were model citizens who maintained what ordinary people considered the "line" of proper behavior.

But this Dian wasn't that kind of person.

First, it wasn't normal that he rejected the enormous compensation offered by the Imperial Castle and lived in seclusion for ten years.

Then he suddenly came to the Academy at Hero Linus's request, declining the principal position to become a mere Head Professor.

Afterward, he didn't pay any attention to the Imperial Castle's wishes and manipulated the Academy as he pleased.

And if that wasn't enough, he now infiltrated the Imperial Castle as if it were his own home, appearing without warning regardless of the hour.

He's insane. A madman whose actions cannot be predicted by any normal thought process.

That's why he's frightening.

Because we can never know at what point this man might suddenly take offense and interfere with our plans.

That's why even a single comment about fried chicken could spawn multiple analyses.

Because there was no information about the speaker's basic tendencies and behavioral patterns.

If we can't utilize him anyway, continuing to be entangled with him brings us no benefit.

After walking down the corridor, the 2nd Princess opened one of the identical doors and entered.

The nameplate on the door read "Terrain Information Analysis Room."

"Welcome, Director."

The agents working inside stood up and bowed their heads.

"Good work. Could I see the terrain information for the Black Forest where the Nemara Clan lives?"

"The Nemara Black Forest? Please wait a moment. But..."

The agent looked at Dian with suspicious eyes.

"Who is this?"

"A Task Force member whose identity cannot be revealed."

"Ah, I see. Understood."

The agents, immediately accepting this, went to the massive shelves that filled one wall.

"Let's see. The map of the area containing the Nemara Black Forest..."

While the agents placed ladders and climbed up and down the shelves, Dian explored the interior of the Terrain Information Analysis Room, unable to contain his admiration.

"This is truly impressive."

The large room was filled with maps, maps, and more maps.

Shelves reaching to the ceiling, walls, situation boards, desks—everything was covered with maps.

They were top-quality military maps with perfectly drawn contour lines.

"How much territory do you have mapped?"

"Everywhere that humans can reach."

"So you have terrain information for almost the entire continent here. That's amazing."

"Many Task Force members risk their lives on missions to keep this information updated. Are you interested?"

"No? I don't want to do that kind of work."

Dian waved his hands in horror.

"I thought as much. I was just joking."

Just then, an agent brought a large map and spread it on the table.

"This is the Nemara Black Forest. As you can see, it's not an easy place to approach."

The location the agent pointed to had visibly treacherous surrounding terrain.

It wasn't particularly high in elevation, but it was like a maze with winding ravines of varying heights extending in all directions.

The Nemara Black Forest was located right in the middle of this.

It would be difficult to find one's way even under normal circumstances, but with the area completely covered in forest, it looked extremely challenging to enter even when looking at the map.

"Dark Elves set up extraordinary traps around their Black Forest. You can fall victim to them helplessly even in broad daylight."

"I've heard about that, though I've never seen it myself."

"If you want, I can introduce you to a former Task Force member who has experience infiltrating the Black Forest."

"Would that be better? I was planning to just open a dimensional gate above it and jump down."

"What a crazy..."

The aide-de-camp muttered quietly to himself upon hearing this. There was no crazier madman than this one.

"There will be traps inside the Black Forest as well. So don't hesitate to meet with them. It won't hurt to learn from their experience. Above all, the agent in question currently works within the Security Bureau."

"Well, I suppose I could meet them then."

With the map in hand, Dian was introduced by the 2nd Princess to a middle-aged agent, from whom he obtained detailed information about the traps commonly used by Dark Elves.

"But why are you trying to enter the Black Forest?"

The agent asked Dian after sharing all the information.

"You don't seem experienced enough to perform such a high-difficulty infiltration."

"This man is credited with blocking the Dark Elf flanking unit during the Battle of the Black Swamp."

At the 2nd Princess's words, the agent's eyes widened.

"What are you saying?! Could this young man possibly be...?!"

"Yes. This is the unidentified individual who worked alongside Hero Linus during his officer days."

"I... I can't believe it..."

The agent grasped Dian's hand with emotion.

"It's an honor to meet you!"

"Ah, yes... But do you know me?"

"Among veteran agents like myself who survived after the war, you're spoken of like a legend. Accomplishing feats that no one officially acknowledges while remaining veiled in mystery from beginning to end, then vanishing without a trace. You're literally the model of the Task Force, the prototype, the ultimate example of what a Task Force member should aspire to be!"

"Haha..."

"There were only rumors that you had either died in battle or retired to live an ordinary life while concealing your identity, but to think you're still active! I'm overwhelmed with emotion!"

"Active? Ah, yes, yes..."

Thinking that was the most convenient explanation, Dian just went along with it.

"Anyway, I've got what I needed, so I'll be going now. Thank you as always, Your Highness."

"I'm glad it was helpful. But Dian."

The 2nd Princess called out to Dian as he was about to leave.

"Was the fried chicken delicious?"

"It was tasty. But I only got to eat the neck."

"Why is that?"

"I gave one chicken to the administrative office staff on duty, and I accidentally spilled the other one on the floor. All I managed to salvage was the neck."

"I see. Very well. Goodbye then."

After Dian left.

The 2nd Princess pondered his words carefully.

One chicken given away, one completely lost except for the neck...

The 2nd Princess turned to her aide-de-camp.

"It seems we need to assign a new task to the Cryptanalysis Room. Do you remember what Dian just said?"

"I'll relay it immediately."

The aide-de-camp quickly rushed to the Cryptanalysis Room.

# # # # #

Meanwhile, in the Emperor's office.

"Aaaaargh!!"

The Emperor, who hadn't even properly changed out of his nightclothes, was raging as if foaming at the mouth.

"That bastard came to the Security Bureau?! And he asked about the location of the Nemara Black Forest?!"
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"Does that bastard not even think about walking through the front gate?!"

"What should we do?"

The thin, gaunt 1st Prince, who resembled his father, asked.

"It seems Mirelis has finally succeeded in properly recruiting that Dian fellow and is now making her move. To think Nemara would be their first target."

"We must send an urgent message immediately! An urgent message to Nemara! Tell them the 2nd Princess has sent a madman to steal the Emperor's dagger!! Tell them to prepare!"

"What? Steal the dagger? What do you mean?"

"ARRRGH!!"

The Emperor, furious that his dim-witted eldest son couldn't understand his metaphor, flailed his arms in frustration.

The inkwell and pen on the desk toppled over, spilling black ink everywhere.

"I'll write it, please calm yourself."

The 1st Prince hurriedly brought paper and hastily began scribbling an urgent letter.

"No. Not Nemara... He saved my life..."

While the letter was being written, the Emperor muttered like a madman.

"I can't trust anyone... With Mirelis controlling the Imperial Castle, neither the Imperial Guard nor the Legion can be trusted... Only Nemara and his clan can protect me..."

"Will this do?"

The 1st Prince presented the letter he had written.

'Urgent. Assassin from 2nd Princess heading to Black Forest. Prepare thoroughly.'

"You stupid fool!"

The Emperor angrily crumpled the letter.

"Written like this, they'll mistake it for an ordinary assassin and won't prepare properly!"

"I-I'll rewrite it."

While the 1st Prince pulled out a fresh sheet of paper, the Emperor paced around the office like an anxious puppy, making everyone dizzy.

"They found my weakness... I thought it impossible to recruit that professor... Based on his background, only the Hero Linus could stop him... But Linus won't respond to our requests... What should I do..."

"Father, I've rewritten it."

'URGENT!! Super-elite assassin from 2nd Princess heading to Black Forest!! Prepare VERY thoroughly!!'

Seeing this, the Emperor felt the urge to punch his son in the face.

Was adding "super-elite" and "very" along with two exclamation marks the best he could do?

Is this the level of writing from an imperial prince?

If Mirelis had written it, it would have been much better...

That thought made the Emperor start and shout loudly.

"Stop talking nonsense!!"

"I'll rewrite it again!"

"Enough! Send it as is!"

With approval granted, the 1st Prince rushed to the window.

Outside the office window was a small perch where a rather large raven sat basking in the sunlight.

"Go to the Black Forest. Hurry!"

The raven, with the urgent message tied to its ankle, flapped its wings and took flight.

"It's done now, Father. Nemara should be more than capable of stopping that professor. After all, Nemara is universally acknowledged as the continent's greatest assassin. As proven during the Imperial Castle security verification."

After the war ended, the Emperor felt the need to strengthen the castle's security and summoned all the empire's mages and experts to cast defensive spells throughout the Imperial Castle.

He then called upon the Nemara clan for infiltration tests, resulting in all of them failing to cross the walls.

Only Nemara himself succeeded in crossing the walls and reaching the inner castle's threshold.

Of course, entering the inner castle was impossible.

Magic was something that couldn't be overcome with a trained body and strong willpower alone.

At the time, there was fierce public opposition to using the Nemara clan for verification.

Even though they had betrayed the Demon King's army, it was essentially exposing all the Imperial Castle's security measures to Dark Elves.

But the Emperor already trusted Nemara completely.

Originally of a timid disposition, the Emperor had been completely devastated by power struggles and four years of war. In that situation, Nemara became his lifesaver and savior.

Moreover, though people keep it quiet, the aging Emperor's cognitive abilities have been declining recently, strengthening his unconditional trust in Nemara.

The 1st Prince knows this well and wants to escape his father's shadow as soon as possible.

But for now, he can't oppose the 2nd Princess without the Emperor's authority, even if he joined forces with the other princes and princesses.

And even if he cooperated with his other siblings, there's only one imperial crown to wear. Eventually, they'd all have to eliminate each other.

It's a headache-inducing situation all around.

"Didn't you hear me?!"

"Pardon?"

The 1st Prince, lost in thought, finally came to his senses.

"I said we should also assign people to track that Dian fellow! Send surveillance to Lord Linus's house! And to the Secretary General of the Grand Temple! And to the Academy mage Kaiden as well!!"

"Ah, yes, yes..."

Monitor the Demon King Assassination Task Force?

This crazy old man is talking nonsense...

If we get caught, whose head will roll?

I'll just pretend to follow orders.

The 1st Prince left the office, grumbling internally.

Still, he could somewhat understand his father's hypersensitive reaction.

During the war, Dian would occasionally visit the bedroom when he had complaints.

Anyone who experiences waking up to find a stranger looking down at them several times would end up like that.

# # # # #

"This is an extremely troublesome terrain."

Kaiden remarked, looking at the map of Nemara Black Forest.

"As you said, descending from the air would be most appropriate, but the problem is this maze-like terrain."

Kaiden's thin, white finger traced along the intricately tangled ravines.

"Judging from the map, once we actually enter, it will be difficult to distinguish one area from another. There's also the issue of wind direction and speed affecting the final landing point during descent."

"Can't you just lower the altitude and drop me right above it?"

"We don't know how tall the trees are, which makes it dangerous. If another object interferes with the center of the dimensional gate, your body could be impaled the moment you enter."

"That's true."

During the war, I'd seen soldiers passing through dimensional gates opened by inexperienced mages suffer such fates.

Regardless of strength, magical interference is unavoidable.

"Then let's go with landing as close as possible. I'll find my way somehow."

"Should I come with you?"

"The Black Forest is crawling with Dark Elves. I'm going alone. Just cast some helpful spells on me."

"Understood. Let's do that."

Kaiden cast several spells on me and opened a dimensional gate.

"Please be careful."

"I'll be back."

As soon as I crossed the dimensional gate, a vast landscape unfolded before me.

It was a sea of geometrically intertwined ravines, rocky mountains, cliffs, and dense ancient forests filling the spaces between them.

Though I'd traveled across the entire continent with Linus, I'd never seen such a bizarre terrain.

Not just the Nemara clan, but other Dark Elves must be hiding in similar places.

They say the Demon King's army fled even deeper after their defeat.

If there are places deeper than this, where could they possibly be?

No wonder the Empire couldn't achieve proper results when trying to eliminate the Dark Elves who betrayed them after the war.

Meanwhile, my falling speed gradually slowed thanks to Kaiden's magic.

Looking at the map strapped to my wrist, I moved my limbs to get as close as possible to Nemara Black Forest.

But as Kaiden predicted, the strong wind made it difficult to aim precisely.

I think it's roughly over there, but it's hard to approach.

For now, I'll remember the direction and move while checking the map.

Taking out a pen, I observed my surroundings and marked my landing position on the map as I softly landed on a tree.

Jumping down from the tree, I chuckled and looked around.

It had clearly been bright daylight above, but beneath the trees, it was like night.

The ravines were deep, and the trees were so large and dense that sunlight couldn't penetrate below.

An ordinary person would never detect a Dark Elf hiding behind bushes or trees.

Well, let's see.

I spread the map strapped to my wrist on the ground and rotated it to align with the cardinal directions.

This is where I am, and that's where Nemara Black Forest is supposed to be.

The closest route is this way.

There are probably many traps and ambushes, but I don't want to waste time. I'll take the shortest path.

Just as I took a step, the ground collapsed.

Several meters below, sharp iron spikes filled the pit menacingly.

As I leaped to avoid them, a long wooden board swung toward me like a pendulum.

It was covered with protruding spikes.

Ducking to avoid it, I rolled, only to have a net drop from the trees above.

I had expected some of this, but this place is completely filled with traps.

Anyway, let's go.

# # # # #

Meanwhile, deep in Nemara Black Forest.

Seated in a chair, Nemara rested his elbow on the armrest, lightly touching the black eyepatch over his left eye.

His remaining eye gazed down at his children with utter indifference.

"You failed, then."

"Not failed... we decided to change our approach."

Drebron, kneeling on one knee with his head bowed, answered.

"If you've come back empty-handed, what else would you call it but failure?"

"The first attempt failed, but the second time..."

"Does our Nemara clan allow for second attempts?"

At Nemara's words, Drebron, Jakrion, and Sharian all tensed and bowed their heads deeper.

"If this had been the Emperor's request, you would all have lost your heads to me by now."

"We-we're sorry..."

"I'll give you one last chance. If you fail again..."

Nemara stopped speaking and turned his head.

A raven with a message tied to its ankle landed on Nemara's shoulder.

It was an urgent message from the Imperial Castle.

After reading the contents, Nemara spoke to his children.

"It seems we have a guest coming. Go and welcome them."
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"If you mean guests...."

Drebron asked.

"Do you mean outsiders are invading our Black Forest?"

"Do I need to repeat myself?"

"I apologize. I'll greet them immediately."

The three Dark Elves promptly left.

Alone now, Nemara sat quietly with an expressionless face, lightly rubbing his leather eye patch with his finger.

It was a gesture similar to massaging one's brow from fatigue.

His remaining eye turned toward a withered, twisted bouquet placed on a side table in the corner.

It was an object utterly out of place in the Dark Elves' Black Forest.

# # # # #

"Brother, who do you think these guests are?"

"Probably that professor, I'd guess."

Drebron answered Jakrion's question.

"Considering two things—that the Imperial Castle sent us an urgent message directly, and that someone is personally infiltrating the Dark Elves' Black Forest—I can't think of anyone but that professor."

"Could it be Sir Linus?"

"If it were Sir Linus, he would have sent a letter announcing his visit before coming like this."

"I see. Then it seems our prayer was exposed, and we're being tracked in return."

"But something's strange," Sharian interjected.

"Not many in the Empire know this location. How could someone follow us here in less than a day?"

"Someone must have provided information."

"Who could it be? The Emperor? Or the 2nd Princess?"

"Probably the 2nd Princess. The Emperor wouldn't send that professor after our clan, who are on his side."

"Hmm, that's uncertain. In the Imperial Castle, friends and enemies can change overnight depending on necessity."

"That's true, but I can't think of any immediate reason why the Emperor would abandon us. More importantly, dealing with that professor is our priority now."

"But Sister, Brother, how do we respond?"

Sharian and Drebron stopped walking at Jakrion's question.

"It's already been proven at the Academy. The three of us can't do it alone. Killing him might be possible, but capturing him is too difficult."

"I'm thinking of asking our other siblings for help."

"Should I help?"

"Professor Dian's infiltration isn't just our problem—it's a threat to the entire Black Forest. Everyone has a duty to respond."

"Understood. Let's move quickly then."

The three siblings moved to alert their clan and gather forces against Dian's infiltration.

However, it wasn't an easy task.

Dark Elves have a social ecology opposite to that of pure-blooded Elves.

They practice polygamy—one male Dark Elf chieftain with multiple wives.

When the chieftain dies, the most outstanding son among his children inherits the position and takes new wives.

The previous chieftain's wives become elders, retiring from the front lines to spend their remaining years, while half-siblings either remain with the clan or establish new groups independently, according to their wishes.

Therefore, wives try to bear as many children as possible to secure influence within the clan.

After all, having more children means having a stronger voice, and increases the possibility of producing an exceptional son who could succeed the chieftain.

Naturally, for these reasons, the wives and their respective half-siblings engage in fierce, unspoken competition.

They use any means necessary to gain the chieftain's recognition, sometimes even sabotaging each other's missions.

Currently, Drebron is the most likely candidate to succeed as the next chieftain of the Nemara clan.

Because of this, the children of other "mothers" were reluctant to join Drebron and his full siblings Jakrion and Sharian in their request to confront Dian's infiltration.

They wanted Drebron to fall into difficulty so they could rise higher.

They also failed to recognize the seriousness of a human named Dian coming here.

"You should have never returned to the Black Forest after failing in the first place," a Dark Elf sneered.

"If that human is so dangerous, shouldn't you have hidden somewhere else instead of coming here? It seems even Brother Drebron makes mistakes sometimes."

"Shut your mouth unless you want to eat with your gums. If you won't help, just get lost," Jakrion replied coldly, but Drebron raised his hand.

"Let it go. Let's find the other mothers' side."

"Brother Drebron, you should give up," the Dark Elf called after Drebron as he turned away.

"Who would help your group anyway? That half-breed daughter of a human woman with no pedigree—"

The Dark Elf couldn't finish his sentence as he was sent flying.

Withdrawing the fist that had struck the Dark Elf's jaw, Drebron spoke in a low voice.

"Don't insult Maman and Kirrin. If you do it again, I'll kill you."

"Brother, that guy's right—this is pointless," Sharian placed her hand on Drebron's arm.

"They're all just waiting for us to fail. Who would help us? Let's do this ourselves."

"That's right, Brother. I don't want help from those who dare insult Maman. This isn't the Academy—it's the Black Forest. We can handle that human here."

Drebron quietly nodded at his siblings' words.

"Wake up, all of you!" shouted the Dark Elf who had been punched in the jaw.

"We are Dark Elves! A Dark Elf ruled by emotions is unqualified!"

"Ignore him, Brother," Jakrion said, pushing Drebron's back.

"When we return, I'll personally deal with that bastard."

# # # # #

The sun reached its zenith.

I paused after advancing steadily, avoiding and breaking through traps.

I stopped to eat lunch because I was hungry.

Anticipating this slow progress, I had packed a simple lunch box.

The moment I sat down on a suitable rock with my lunch box, the rock sank and sharp metal spikes shot out.

These crazy bastards. Did they set traps on everything in sight?

Is this how American soldiers felt when they struggled in Vietnam?

I pulled out the spikes and sat on the half-sunken rock to open my lunch box.

I seemed to have reached near the Black Forest, but I hadn't encountered any Dark Elves yet.

I had many questions and wanted to meet them quickly before it was too late.

Why did they attack me? Is it related to Kirrin's disappearance? And where is Kirrin anyway?

Just as I finished my lunch and stood up, I moved my body sideways.

A thin thread, almost invisible to the eye, brushed past me.

They're here.

I grabbed the thread and pulled, but it came easily—apparently already cut.

"Come out. Let's not waste energy."

As soon as I finished speaking, a net-like web of threads fell upon me.

As I stepped back, a Dark Elf with knuckles launched a surprise attack, leaving afterimages.

I deflected the incoming fist, then another Dark Elf jumped down from above with a crude iron club.

Avoiding the club as well, I kicked the Dark Elf in the side, sending him rolling away before he disappeared into the darkness of the forest.

Looking back, the other Dark Elf had also vanished without a trace, apparently using stealth.

Three Dark Elves in total.

Kirrin's siblings whom I met during the competition. The ones who ambushed me at the Academy.

Trying to use the home ground advantage, huh?

But something's strange. We're near the Black Forest, so why are there only three of them?

If an outsider had infiltrated this far, the severity of the situation should have brought out many active clan members.

Hmm, let me guess.

One of those three must be the likely next chieftain.

That's why siblings from other factions aren't cooperating.

If they fail or die here, the next opportunity will come to the others.

So cutthroat within a tiny clan.

That's Dark Elves for you—a race where betrayal and scheming run rampant even among blood relatives, utterly untrustworthy.

"You understand the common language, right? Come out. Let's talk!"

I called out, looking around.

"I know you'll talk about the shame of assassins, but there's no one here but us. I won't tell anyone, so come out. Fighting is pointless."

"I'm sorry, Professor," a deep voice came from somewhere.

"Talking is equally pointless. We know you won't comply with our demands."

"Then let me at least hear what those demands are."

"We cannot tell you unless we're certain you're in a position to meet our demands."

What nonsense is that?

"Then let's do this. If you don't speak, I'll ignore you and charge straight toward the Black Forest."

"Do it if you can. Why haven't you done so already?"

"I was trying to be polite since I'm entering someone else's home."

# # # # #

"B-Brother!!"

When Dian suddenly unleashed his aura, Jakrion turned to Drebron in panic.

"What is that?!"

"It's aura."

Even as he answered, Drebron looked down at the fluctuating Dian with disbelief.

He knew Dian was an exceptional human with outstanding martial arts and physical strength.

He had witnessed it firsthand during the battle at the Black Swamp.

But to use aura?

Until now, Drebron had never seen anyone use aura except his father.

That was something only those who had reached the pinnacle could do.

Was Dian at such a level...?

His threat to charge toward the Black Forest wasn't a bluff...

A misjudgment arising from not considering the possibility of aura—a clear mistake.

If someone with that level of aura invaded the Black Forest, the future of the clan couldn't be guaranteed!

"Sharian, Jakrion. Go to Father as quickly as possible. Warn him that someone who can use aura is heading to the Black Forest and prepare."

Drebron turned to his siblings.

"I'll buy time meanwhile."

"That's absurd! How can you handle a human who uses aura!"

"That's right, Brother! Let's do this together!"

"That won't work. Someone needs to be on Kirrin's side."

Drebron's words silenced Sharian and Jakrion.

Meanwhile, Dian, having gathered his aura in preparation, bent his knees and leaned forward, poised to shoot forward.

"Go now!"

As Drebron dropped his stealth and jumped in front of Dian, Dian also sprang forward, pushing off the ground.

With the wave of aura, Drebron felt extreme shortness of breath and a constricting pressure in his chest, leaving him bewildered.

Already feeling this when Dian was still more than ten meters away?

Drebron fell into extreme conflict.

It seemed he would have to abandon the Nemara assassin's creed and talk with Dian.

He could never stop him by force. And he couldn't allow someone like that into the clan's Black Forest.

I'm the candidate to succeed my father as chieftain. I must prevent harm to the clan.

Let's talk. Let's talk...

"Professor Dian! Alright! I'll tell you everything!"

Drebron shouted, raising both hands.

But Dian's speed was too fast. It's already too late!

"No, Dian!!"

At that moment, Kirrin intervened between Drebron and Dian.
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"Kirrin!? Why are you here! It's dangerous!!"

Drebron lunged to shield Kirrin while Dian quickly twisted his body away.

Surrounding himself with aura, Dian narrowly dodged and came to a stop after knocking down several large trees.

The impact caused Jakrion and Sharian, who had been hiding, to jump down and rush to Drebron.

"Are you two alright?"

"Kirrin, why did you come here!"

"I was... worried you might end up fighting with Dian..."

As Kirrin's pale eyes trembled anxiously, Sharian let out a deep sigh.

"It's fine. I'm just glad you're not hurt."

"Ugh, my head."

Meanwhile, Dian emerged from the thick cloud of dust and rotting leaves, rubbing his head.

When Dian appeared, the Dark Elves positioned themselves protectively in front of Kirrin, brandishing their weapons.

"Principal. So this is where you were."

Dian smiled when he saw Kirrin hiding behind the Dark Elves.

"You gave me quite a scare, disappearing without a word."

"I'm sorry..."

"If I'd known you were just going home, I wouldn't have gone searching everywhere."

"I should have said something..."

"By the way, it seems your siblings had some business with me."

Dian's eyes turned toward Drebron.

"What were you trying to say earlier?"

"First of all... I apologize."

Drebron said.

"I'm sorry for attempting to abduct the professor without any explanation."

"Gasp!"

Kirrin's eyes widened in shock at those words.

"Abduct? What do you mean, Big Brother?"

"It's a matter you don't need to know about."

When Jakrion spoke, Kirrin shook her head.

"It involves Dian, so I should know too!"

"We'll handle it ourselves. Stay out of it."

"But that's..."

Jakrion and Sharian pushed Kirrin back, blocking her way.

"So please calm down and dispel your aura."

Drebron pointed at the aura still surrounding Dian's body.

"Conversing with a target violates the Nemara assassin's code—a disgrace I'm willing to bear to make this request."

"Well, alright. If you insist."

When Dian's aura disappeared, all three Dark Elves simultaneously let out barely audible sighs of relief.

They had been freed from the oppressive pressure weighing on their bodies.

"You've already gotten your payback by beating me up at the Academy, so it's better for both of us to avoid unnecessary fighting."

Drebron and Jakrion, who had been on the receiving end of that beating, couldn't say anything in response.

In truth, the places where Dian had hit them were still throbbing with pain.

# # # # #

Just as I charged forward with my aura activated, Kirrin suddenly appeared.

I nearly blasted Kirrin and the Dark Elves away at the same time, but fortunately, I managed to change course at the last moment.

I was wondering what to do, but decided to stop fighting.

Not only because Kirrin suddenly appeared, but also because her brother essentially surrendered.

I want to know why they tried to kidnap me and what's going on with Kirrin.

Besides, I already settled the score when I thoroughly thrashed them at the Academy when they tried to kidnap me.

And I don't want to do anything terrible to her siblings in front of Kirrin.

I'm not a monster who mindlessly destroys and kills.

"Shall we try to resolve this through conversation now?"

"First, let me introduce myself properly. I am Drebron, Kirrin's brother. These are Jakrion and Sharian, both my full siblings."

"Pleased to meet you. I'm Dian."

"Let's head to the Black Forest."

Drebron suggested.

"We were planning to bring the professor to the Black Forest anyway. We can talk properly there."

"Sounds good."

I accepted Drebron's proposal without resistance.

The invitation to accompany them to the Black Forest didn't feel like a trap.

For some reason, I didn't get the impression that Kirrin's siblings were trying to deceive me.

Even if it is a trap, it doesn't matter much. I can just escape if needed.

"Humans don't seem very suspicious, do they?"

Sharian asked.

"It could be a trap."

"If it's a trap, what of it? That would be even better."

Sharian immediately closed her mouth.

Jakrion leaned toward Sharian and whispered.

"Sister, nothing works on this human."

"Seems that way."

"This way. I'll guide you through a shortcut."

Drebron took the lead and guided us.

Following the Dark Elves, I spoke to Kirrin.

"Principal."

"Yes...?"

"Could you explain what's going on? I understand you came home during the break. I can even understand you disappearing without a word while we were out together. But why are your siblings trying to capture me? Is it related to you coming here?"

"Well... I don't really know either..."

"You don't know? What don't you know?"

"I don't know why my siblings wanted to bring you here... I just heard about it for the first time..."

"They didn't even tell you? Aren't you family?"

"Dark Elves are just like that..."

Hmm, I see. That's a plausible explanation.

Dark Elves can be like that.

Kirrin is a half-blood, but pure-blooded Dark Elves are notoriously emotionless.

It's hard to imagine them discussing things as a family, consulting each other, or having heart-to-heart conversations.

Plus, as people who make their living through assassination contracts, they're men of action, not words.

They're accustomed to resolving most issues through direct action.

That's why they tried to kidnap me without warning.

If they had just knocked and explained the situation, they wouldn't have gotten beaten up by me like that.

But what can you do?

That's just how Dark Elves are as a race. It can't be helped.

Come to think of it, something seems odd.

Those three are pure-blooded, while Kirrin is mixed.

I carefully observed the female Dark Elf named Sharian, but she's definitely pure-blooded.

Skin as black as ebony, remarkably muscular build with broad shoulders for a woman, and towering height.

She's completely different from Kirrin, who has delicate shoulders, wide hips, and appears somewhat sluggish—the epitome of a typical Dark Elf.

So they're half-siblings with different maternal races...

That's what makes this truly strange.

Those three seem to care deeply for Kirrin.

Dark Elves typically treat anyone not born of the same mother as practically strangers, even if they're from the same clan.

Due to succession competition, they often have worse relationships with each other than with outsiders.

"Excuse me, Principal. I'm personally curious about something—oh?"

But I couldn't ask further.

I noticed that the color of the surrounding trees had changed.

The trees I'd seen on our way here were already eerily ominous and gloomy, but they were nothing compared to what I was seeing now.

The trees are black. There's no other way to describe them.

The trees were completely black, as if they had turned to charcoal while still standing.

"Wow, what is this?"

Even the leaves are a dark, murky color?

Could these all be dead, withered trees?

"They are very much alive."

"What's the principle behind it? Is it some kind of dark magic?"

"That remains unknown. None of our elders know either."

"But why couldn't I see this blackness from the sky?"

"From the sky?"

"Ah, I opened a dimensional gate in the sky and jumped down to get here."

Drebron, Jakrion, and Sharian all turned to look at me simultaneously.

"What did you say? You did what?"

"I opened a dimensional gate and jumped down."

"Why would you do such a thing?"

I explained to Sharian that it was a necessary choice due to various constraints.

"Brother...! Are you sure about this?"

Jakrion urgently pressed close to Drebron and lowered his voice.

"This human seems mentally unstable. Is it really safe to bring him into the Black Forest? What if he loses his mind and goes berserk...?"

"It's Father's order. We must bring him no matter what."

"But it seems too dangerous."

"Since we failed at the Academy, there's no way to prevent him from entering the Black Forest anyway. Better this way than having him enter in anger and ignorance."

"That's true, but..."

They're whispering so I won't hear, but I can hear everything.

Anyway, this Black Forest is truly fascinating.

Not only are the trees pitch black, but for some reason the soil is dark too, and barely any light penetrates, making it feel like perpetual night.

In that darkness, the eyes of the Dark Elves and Kirrin emitted a faint red glow.

Dark Elves can see as clearly at night as in broad daylight, thanks to those ruby-colored eyes.

As if suddenly remembering something, Kirrin extended her hand to me.

"Want to hold my hand?"

"I can see fine."

Kaiden cast a spell on me before I came here.

It was the heat detection magic he demonstrated before.

With eyes enhanced by the heat detection magic, I can see.

All the numerous Dark Elves hiding everywhere.

There are far more of them than I expected.

Well, they're the only Dark Elf clan that survived the aftermath of the war without suffering retaliation, so they could maintain their numbers.

Essentially, they're the only professional assassination group on the continent that communicates with the outside world.

They're the ones the Emperor fully trusts.

If that's the case, perhaps the 2nd Princess had ulterior motives when she readily revealed their location.

For instance, she might have hoped our verbal dispute would escalate into a fight where I would inflict severe damage here.

That would naturally eliminate one of the 2nd Princess's obstacles.

Well, that's none of my concern.

"No, Brother Drebron!"

Just then, Drebron stopped walking.

A Dark Elf was blocking our path.

"What is this? A human?"

"He's the target. Mind your own business."

"Ah, is this the human? The one born from that lowly human woman's mixed-blood—"

Drebron's iron club flashed out like lightning and shattered the Dark Elf's skull.

"W-what?!" "Eek!"

Only Kirrin and I seemed surprised.

Jakrion and Sharian looked down at the fallen Dark Elf with his head blown off, as if there was nothing unusual about it.

"Didn't I say I'd kill anyone who insulted Mother and Kirrin?"

So this is what a pure-blooded Dark Elf household is like... completely dysfunctional.
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"What are you doing!"

As the Dark Elf's head flew off, several other Dark Elves rushed out in protest.

"What do you think you're doing, attacking without warning!"

"Our mother will not stand for this!"

Looking down at the Dark Elves who were glaring up at him, Drebron spoke.

"I promised. I said I would kill you if you spoke disrespectfully in front of me one more time."

"That wasn't a promise, it was a threat! And bringing a human into the Black Forest—are you out of your mind?"

"So, what do you want me to do about it?"

Drebron looked around at the Dark Elves while holding his iron club.

"If you have complaints, formally request a Carsal."

At the mention of Carsal, the protesting Dark Elves flinched and looked at each other.

"What's a Carsal?"

"In human language, it means a duel. Basically, he's saying 'fight me if you have a problem.'"

Sharian answered.

I could roughly understand the situation now.

Those protesting against Drebron must be from a different maternal lineage than him.

Or perhaps they were an alliance of several factions that didn't get along with Drebron's faction.

The Dark Elf clan was divided into factions based on who their mothers were, and competition between them was fierce.

Amid all this, various schemes and political maneuvers ran rampant, with alliances constantly forming and breaking.

I'm guessing that if Drebron was a strong candidate for the next leader, the weaker factions would temporarily join hands to oppose him.

And once they managed to bring down Drebron's faction by working together, they'd start fighting amongst themselves again.

But another question arose.

No matter how I looked at it, Drebron and Kirrin didn't seem to be from the same maternal lineage.

Why were these three pureblooded Dark Elves taking such good care of Kirrin, whose assassination and stealth abilities were far inferior to those of purebloods?

A Dark Elf with normal racial thinking would have immediately "culled" someone as substandard as Kirrin.

Perhaps they were protecting Kirrin by order, as she had been chosen by Nemara as the vanguard for the clan's expansion into the city.

"If you have nothing more to say, step aside. I'm on my way to see Father."

Intimidated by Drebron's aura, the Dark Elves said nothing and moved aside.

"This is intense."

"It might seem strange by human standards, but for us, this is everyday life."

Jakrion said coldly as he deliberately stepped on the dead Dark Elf's corpse while passing by.

From behind, I could hear the Dark Elves muttering among themselves.

"Those bastards keep crossing the line. Are we just going to let them be? They're getting too arrogant because they've earned Father's trust."

"It's still too early. Wait a bit longer. We need to convince the other mothers. And our siblings who went on missions need to return."

Just as I suspected, Drebron was a strong candidate for the next leader.

The other Dark Elves were conspiring behind his back to bring him down.

"I'm sorry, Dian..."

Kirrin murmured as she walked beside me.

"You came all this way because of me, only to see such unpleasant things..."

"It's fine. It's not that unpleasant. I somewhat expected this."

"Still..."

Kirrin, fidgeting with her fingers, continued.

"Even if my father says something harsh, please don't take it too personally. He can be quite rough with his words."

"I understand. But what is he going to say?"

"I don't know either... I didn't even know my siblings were trying to kidnap you... I have no idea what's going on..."

If Nemara wanted to speak with me, it must be for some political reason or something related to the clan's future.

For example, something like this:

Currently, Nemara is aligned with the Emperor's faction.

But looking at the current power structure in the Imperial Castle, the 2nd Princess has secured the high ground and is gradually eating away at the old power's territory.

Perhaps Nemara has already foreseen this and wants to switch sides.

Just like how they betrayed the other clans during the war by predicting the Demon King's army's defeat, earning a life debt from the Emperor.

Maybe they want to use me as a bridgehead, since the Principal of the Special Mission Academy—which is essentially owned by the 2nd Princess—is his daughter, and I'm the Head Professor of Combat there.

The Nemara clan is currently an official professional assassination group maintaining relations with the Empire.

If they were to bring all their members to support the 2nd Princess, it would be a tremendous blow to the Emperor and an unexpected gift for the 2nd Princess.

Of course, whether the 2nd Princess would trust Nemara, who has switched sides twice, remains uncertain.

That's probably what this is about.

But if that's the case, couldn't he have just come to find me directly?

Someone of Nemara's caliber could visit the academy without anyone knowing.

I don't get it. Maybe this is just how Dark Elves communicate.

Earlier, he really did kill someone after promising to do so.

And Kirrin had no idea I was being kidnapped or whatever was happening.

On top of that, Drebron's group fought me twice without giving any explanation.

Are Dark Elves completely incapable of having normal conversations in a peaceful atmosphere?

Well, Orcs are similarly aggressive, but still...

Anyway, since I've come this far, let's meet Nemara.

Let's hear why he wanted to bring me to the Black Forest.

Nemara's dwelling was a peculiar place, neither a house nor anything else recognizable.

It was a space formed like a room or reception area, densely filled with the black trees and bushes of the Black Forest.

However, there were no candles or lamps to illuminate the interior.

For Dark Elves who could see as clearly in darkness as in broad daylight, lighting held no significance.

Looking around the interior with the heat-sensing magic vision Kaiden had given me, I noticed a few interesting things.

Some essential furniture and utensils. Besides that, what appeared to be Dark Elf throwing weapons hung on the walls.

They didn't seem to be for display but rather looked like they were actually being used.

On one side was a long shelf filled with skulls and various bones.

Perhaps trophies of those he had killed, like a hunter's collection.

As I looked around more, something strange caught my eye.

Well, not exactly strange.

A withered bouquet of flowers isn't that rare.

But seeing it in the deepest part of the Black Forest, where flowers shouldn't exist, made it look truly out of place.

What could that be?

"Those are from those who challenged me to a Carsal."

I turned around to see a Dark Elf standing there.

At first glance, he appeared thin, but judging by his overall frame, it was clear that beneath his clothes was a body of compressed muscle forged in real combat.

A charismatic aura emanated from his one red glowing eye. The other was covered with a black eye patch—was he one-eyed?

Upon the man's appearance, Drebron, Kirrin, and the other Dark Elves knelt on one knee and bowed.

So this is Nemara.

The leader of the professional assassin clan that deals with the Empire.

The Dark Elf who betrayed the Demon King's army, saved the Emperor's life, and pushed Kirrin into the position of Principal at the Special Mission Academy.

"You've killed quite a lot. The shelf is full."

"The position of clan leader isn't one you get for free. It's good to meet you, Professor Dian. I am Nemara."

Nemara greeted me without approaching or extending his hand.

"Good to meet you too. You sent your children to bring me here—what's this about? Give me a reason that makes sense."

I went straight to the point without wasting time.

"A reason that makes sense, you say."

Nemara asked without even smiling.

"And what if my reason doesn't make sense to you?"

"Do you want to end up on that shelf too?"

The Dark Elves who were bowing with their heads lowered flinched.

"Do you think you could manage that?"

"Nothing's impossible."

Nemara stared at me for a moment, then laughed.

"Hahaha!"

"Gasp...!"

The Dark Elves raised their heads in surprise and looked at Nemara.

"You're brave, Professor Dian."

"It's not bravery, just stating facts. If I couldn't handle one Dark Elf, I wouldn't have come here."

"There's more than just one Dark Elf here."

"You know better than anyone that even if a fight breaks out, not everyone will jump in, don't you?"

Nemara stopped laughing and closed his mouth.

Dark Elves fundamentally compete and betray even those of the same blood.

If something were to happen between Nemara and me, how many would sincerely help him?

Perhaps none except the official heirs like Drebron and his siblings.

"You know a lot about us."

"I've picked up a few things. And I've killed quite a few of you too."

"I heard. You were at the Black Swamp."

"You're well-informed."

Nemara stood silently, staring at me.

"Excuse me, but am I a guest here or an intruder?"

Nemara tilted his head slightly at my question.

"What do you mean?"

"If I'm a guest, shouldn't you offer me a seat and something to drink?"

"Haha!"

A second laugh.

Judging by the surprised reactions of the Dark Elves again, it seemed Nemara rarely laughed.

"Come this way."

Nemara offered me a chair.

"Go and bring something for our guest."

At Nemara's command, Kirrin hesitantly stood up.

"You stay put."

"Ah, yes...!"

Instead, Jakrion rose and ran outside.

"After seeing nothing but stupid and inadequate sons, it's quite refreshing to meet someone with such backbone."

Nemara said with a cold expression that didn't look particularly pleased, despite his words.

It seemed his default was to switch instantly from laughter to seriousness.

"I thought my daughter was completely useless, but it seems she has an eye for people after all."

By "useless daughter," he must be referring to Kirrin.

"Drink."

As Nemara urged me to drink what Jakrion had brought, he added:

"There's no poison, so don't worry."

The cup contained something deep purple.

Taking a sip, I found it surprisingly tangy and delicious.

"You were curious about why I had you brought here."

Nemara spoke as I was gulping down the drink.

"Take Kirrin as your wife. Take her away and live—"

Nemara couldn't finish his sentence.

Because I had sprayed my drink all over him.

"Kyaaaah!"

Simultaneously, Kirrin let out a scream.
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"Oh my, what should I do? I'm so sorry."

Nemara was dripping his drink with his eyes closed.

When Jakrion, who was standing next to him, hurriedly tried to wipe his face with his sleeve, Nemara pushed it away.

"Stop that."

This time, Kirrin hesitantly pulled out a handkerchief from her chest.

"Uncle... here..."

Only after Jakrion took the handkerchief from Kirrin did Nemara finally wipe his face with it.

"You seem quite shocked."

"How could I not be? Marriage out of nowhere? Judging by the scream just now, it seems the Principal is hearing this for the first time too."

When I turned around, Kirrin, who had been looking at me, hurriedly lowered her gaze.

"Is it normal for Dark Elf fathers to unilaterally decide their daughters' marriages?"

"A child's opinion is of no importance."

Nemara, having finished wiping his face, spoke up.

"Especially the opinion of something as weak and useless as that."

Nemara disparaged his daughter without hesitation in front of others, and Kirrin couldn't say anything in response.

So that's what this is about?

He tried to have me kidnapped by his children so he could tell me to marry Kirrin?

What is this, some nomadic tribe's way of choosing a son-in-law?

No, that's not it. I keep hitting roadblocks because I'm trying to understand this with human common sense.

This might be the normal procedure for Dark Elves.

But even accepting that as their procedure, this is still ridiculous.

Why would Kirrin and I suddenly get married?

There must be some reason behind Nemara's decision.

"But why should I do that?"

"Are you saying you refuse?"

"It's not about refusing or accepting. Shouldn't I hear the circumstances first?"

"Kirrin may be subpar as an assassin, but she takes after her mother and has a certain charm as a woman."

Nemara ignored my question and said something completely irrelevant.

"Being of mixed blood, she lacks the cold rationality typical of Dark Elves, which would make her easy to live with. Her naivety is a flaw, but that could sometimes be an advantage."

It's not cold rationality but psychopathic tendencies, I'd say. Anyway.

"No, I mean, why are you suddenly talking about me marrying your daughter?"

"Don't worry about the dowry. I can provide a house if you want. You won't live here, of course. A spacious detached house near the academy on the continent would be appropriate."

Is this Dark Elf not even going to listen to what I'm saying?

He seems to be treating my marriage to Kirrin as a foregone conclusion.

"So marry her."

Nemara said firmly.

"Take Kirrin with you. I will provide whatever you lack."

"Hmm... I feel like I keep asking the same question, but why exactly should I marry Kirrin?"

"Because having something like that as my daughter is shameful."

Nemara coldly spat out with a chilling glare.

"A half-blood Dark Elf is a stain that should not exist in our clan. I want to get rid of her from my sight as soon as possible, so take her away immediately."

"We rarely see each other at the academy anyway, so what's the point? And how can you speak so carelessly? That's really too much."

"Too much? Absolutely not. The professor simply doesn't understand because he's human."

"Regardless of being human or whatever, there are values that transcend species. If you dislike your daughter so much, why did you have a half-blood child in the first place? Did someone force you at knifepoint?"

"If I had known something like that would be born, I wouldn't have."

Nemara continued his verbal abuse without budging, and soon sniffling sounds could be heard from behind.

Kirrin was crying.

"She's inferior as an assassin, so I sent her to the city to earn her keep in other ways, but she can't even properly perform the principal position she was given."

Nemara continued regardless.

"She'll soon be kicked out of the principal position too, bringing shame to her father who had to beg the Emperor and lose face. Do you think I can just sit by and watch that? For such garbage that's of no help whatsoever..."

"P-please stop...!"

Someone interrupted Nemara's words.

Surprisingly, it was Jakrion who had been standing beside him.

Nemara slowly turned to Jakrion.

"What did you tell me to stop?"

"They've heard enough... both Kirrin and... Professor Dian..."

Jakrion spoke with great difficulty, his voice strained.

His clenched fists were already trembling.

"Jakrion."

Nemara asked quietly.

"Did you just interrupt me?"

"I-I'm sorry!"

Jakrion knelt down and bowed his head low.

"How impudent. Perhaps you're relying on your brother's support. Do you think I'll soon step down as the clan head?"

"That's not it...!"

"Father."

At that moment, Drebron approached.

"Please forgive him. I will make sure he is severely punished so this never happens again."

After silently looking at Drebron, Nemara nodded briefly.

Drebron then roughly grabbed Jakrion by the nape and pulled him to his feet.

"And Father, may I humbly make a suggestion?"

"What is it?"

"I understand that for humans, marriage is a major turning point in life, and they approach it with great caution. Perhaps we could give Professor Dian some time to think?"

"Is that so?"

Nemara's gaze turned to me.

"Would you like that?"

"Pardon?"

"Stay here and consider it, is what I mean."

"Here? In the Black Forest?"

"It was difficult to bring you here, after all."

So he means he wants to keep me here since it would be hard to bring me back again, and get my answer while I'm captive.

"Hmm, well. That's fine. Let's do that."

I readily agreed to Nemara's proposal.

Not because I was actually considering marriage, but because I was too curious.

About why Nemara was doing this to me.

If I left without knowing, I'd probably lose sleep over it for a long time.

But since Nemara would never tell me, I should ask the other Dark Elves.

Drebron must know something.

"Then I'll be leaving now."

Sharian followed behind Drebron, who was dragging Jakrion away.

Kirrin was still kneeling and crying.

"Please get up, Principal. Let's go."

"Okay..."

As I was leaving with Kirrin, I glanced back to see Nemara fiddling with his eye patch while looking somewhere.

His gaze was directed at a small side table next to a shelf of bones.

Where a withered bouquet lay.

What could that be?

Probably some rare poisonous herb used for extracting poison for assassinations, I guess.

# # # # #

Far from Nemara's quarters, in a secluded area.

A space similar to the previous one appeared, though somewhat larger.

This seemed to be the quarters of the Drebron brothers.

Only after entering here did Drebron finally release his grip on Jakrion.

As Jakrion straightened his clothes, Drebron reproached him.

"Jakrion. Are you in your right mind?"

"Father was being too harsh, wasn't he?"

"That's just how he expresses himself. What benefit did you think you'd gain by interrupting Father?"

"Kirrin was crying!"

Jakrion raised his voice, pointing at Kirrin who was still sniffling.

"How could I just stand by when he was calling Kirrin useless and garbage!"

Drebron said nothing in response to Jakrion's defiance.

"You idiot."

Sharian snapped.

"Is Kirrin the only one who gets scolded by Father? Is there anyone in this Black Forest who hasn't been cursed at by Father? So what if Father really got angry and killed you? What then?"

Sharian pointed to herself and Drebron.

"What are the two of us supposed to do? Are you really that thoughtless?"

"I was short-sighted..."

Jakrion turned away with a frustrated expression.

"Um, excuse me."

I interjected as the conversation died down, scratching my head.

"Could someone please tell me what's going on? I seem to be the main party concerned, yet I feel like I'm the only one left out of the loop."

"First, I must apologize," said Drebron, turning to me.

"We've shown an unseemly sight to an outsider. It must have been difficult to comprehend from a human perspective."

"Well... there are fathers among humans with personalities like Nemara's too. Anyway."

"You must be very confused. If we could speak openly, it might help, but we're not accustomed to that. Truthfully... even we don't know exactly what Father is thinking."

"You all don't seem to talk much to each other."

"As you can see."

Drebron gestured around.

"This is the Black Forest of the Dark Elves. A place where a race born for assassination lives, where even in broad daylight, not a single ray of sunlight properly enters. It's teeming with shadows who, despite sharing the same blood, constantly look for opportunities to stab each other in the back—a place full of betrayal and conspiracy."

"That's why we're innately incapable of revealing our true feelings to others. Even to family," Sharian added.

"Frustrating and foolish, isn't it? It seems stupid to make such a big deal out of something that could be resolved with a few words of conversation? But we can't help it. To our eyes, humans who talk openly seem strange. We wonder what makes them trust others enough to share their stories so easily. Especially when it becomes a mission, it becomes even more difficult."

Sharian's eyes turned to Kirrin.

"This situation is the same. From the beginning, we could have told the professor that Father wanted to discuss marriage with Kirrin and asked him to come with us. But we are creatures who learn how to kill before we learn to walk, and we live our entire lives on that skill. The most basic tenet of our profession is to never speak with the target. It's best if the target dies without knowing who killed them. The moment you speak with the target, the assassination has already failed."

"I apologize once again," Drebron continued after Sharian.

"As Sharian said, we received orders from Father to kidnap the professor, and once that became an order, we couldn't even consider resolving it through dialogue with the professor."

Yet you seem to be quite readily sharing your thoughts with me now...

Anyway, so there were communication issues due to the complex problems of racial characteristics and resulting psychological constraints.

"Yes. I understand. I get it all now. That's enough about that. So let's talk, shall we? About what's going on."

"The situation is this: Father wishes for you and Kirrin to marry."

"Why?"

"Because it was Maman's dying wish."

New information.

Maman? As in mother?

"Maman" seems like an odd term for Dark Elves to use.
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"By 'maman,' you mean... your mother, right?"

"That's right. Kirrin's birth mother."

At this point, I felt I needed to resolve a question that had been lingering in my mind for quite some time.

"Then she must have been human? Since Principal Kirrin is mixed-blood."

"She was human."

"But then..."

I let my words trail off as I looked at Drebron, Sharian, and Jakrion in turn.

Unlike Kirrin with her light chocolate-colored skin, they all had pitch-black skin.

Dark elves were strictly divided into factions based on their mothers.

Normally, they would never care for or protect someone like Kirrin, who had a different mother, to the point of opposing their leader.

Understanding my implication, Drebron gave an almost imperceptible smile.

"Kirrin's mother was our mother too."

"Not biologically, but emotionally?"

"That's one way to put it. She was... our maman."

There was something tender in Drebron's voice when he said the word "maman."

Tenderness from a dark elf? Unbelievable.

But it wasn't just Drebron—Sharian and Jakrion had similar reactions.

Jakrion went even further, his eyes reddening with emotion.

When I stared at him, he hastily and roughly wiped his eyes with his sleeve.

What is this?

Anyway, it seemed that because of the last wishes of this "maman," Kirrin's birth mother, the Nemara clan had brought me here to arrange a marriage with Kirrin.

Since they called it a "last wish," she must have passed away. If she wanted me to be with Kirrin, did she die recently, after I was appointed?

"Maman passed away ten years ago."

"What? Ten years ago? At the end of the war? That doesn't make sense."

Ten years ago, I had just left for Brunswell, and Kirrin hadn't even come to the city yet.

How could this "maman" have known about me then and wished for Kirrin and me to be together?

That's difficult to explain, and why did they wait ten years to find me?

The more we talk, the more confusing it gets.

Is this how all pure-blooded dark elves communicate?

"To be precise, she didn't say you should marry the professor."

"Then what?"

"Maman's last wish was..."

"Stop!"

Kirrin suddenly shouted.

"I hate this! Making decisions without consulting me at all...!"

"Kirrin. We're doing this for you."

When Jakrion reached out his hand, Kirrin slapped it away.

"Even if that's true, you could have talked to me first! Bringing Dian here without saying anything—what does that make me?"

"We thought this was what you wanted..."

"Not like this! I've never been able to do anything on my own! The academy, being principal, everything!"

"Kirrin..."

"What can I ever do by myself?"

With those final words, Kirrin ran outside.

"Kirrin!"

Jakrion frantically chased after her.

I was dumbfounded by Kirrin's storm of anger.

I had never seen Kirrin get angry like that before.

Even in situations that warranted anger, she would just smile sweetly and scratch her head.

Anyway.

"So what exactly is this last wish from Maman... Huh?"

When I turned around, Drebron was clutching his head with both hands in despair.

"Kirrin... how can you not understand your brother's concern for you..."

"Mr. Drebron?"

"It's all my fault... If I had treated her like Maman did, Kirrin wouldn't have gotten so angry..."

"Excuse me?"

"Maman... what should I do in this situation..."

Drebron muttered to himself in a low voice, seemingly unable to hear me.

"Professor. Let's talk later," Sharian said.

"Big brother is shocked because Kirrin got angry. It will take some time for him to recover from the shock and be able to have a normal conversation."

"I see... A dark elf experiencing emotional shock..."

"My brother loves and cherishes Kirrin too much."

I was shocked.

To hear the word "love" from a dark elf's mouth.

"That's why he's suffering from the fact that Kirrin is upset because of him."

"Ah, yes..."

What in the world is going on here?

I'm seeing all sorts of strange things since coming here.

# # # # #

Following Sharian's suggestion, I decided to step away for a while.

But where should I go?

The surrounding area was full of dark elves hostile to outsiders.

After thinking briefly, I had a good idea. I'd climb up a tree.

Climbing up a fairly tall tree and poking my head out, I was greeted by a night sky showered with stars.

The Black Forest was so dark that I hadn't realized the sun had set and night had fallen.

A humid, lukewarm summer breeze blew through the gorge.

Lying on a suitable branch and feeling that breeze, I gazed at the Milky Way and became lost in thought.

Drebron wants me to marry Kirrin to fulfill the last wish of her birth mother, Maman.

I still don't know what that last wish is, and no one has asked for my opinion on the matter.

Dark elves are just not good at communication, I guess.

Marriage, huh.

I've never thought about marriage at all.

When I was living with Olicia in Brunswell, we received many matchmaking offers.

The niece of a high-ranking port official, a relative of a nearby lord, the daughter of a large trading company's shipowner.

I guess I looked like some vacationing nobleman since I had servants and never ran out of money?

I rejected them all. Marriage was premature for me.

I like being alone right now.

But Kirrin's words from earlier keep echoing in my mind.

She said she had nothing she could do of her own will.

Leaving the Black Forest for the city, enrolling in the public academy, becoming the principal of the Special Mission Academy—all were Mr. Nemara's decisions.

They used the mixed-blood Kirrin as a bridgehead for the clan to expand into the city.

This marriage talk is probably also a political move to shift allegiance from the Emperor to the Second Princess.

As the Nemara clan is deeply involved in Imperial affairs, they must be well aware of the dynamics between me, the Second Princess, and Kirrin.

They truly are ruthless dark elves.

Just then, with a rustling sound, Sharian's head popped up beside me.

"I brought food."

Sharian held out a small basket.

It contained unfamiliar fruits, boiled meat, vegetables, and a bit of bread.

"Thank you. I'll enjoy it."

As I took the basket and began eating, Sharian sat down beside me.

"I looked everywhere and couldn't find you. I thought you'd left."

"I was up here, so you couldn't see me. You could have called my name."

"As if other people would appreciate seeing me searching for a human in the Black Forest."

"I see. Well, dark elves do place great importance on bloodlines and such. I'm sure many people are uncomfortable with my presence here."

"They're a gathering of closed-minded, stubborn old fogies who consider themselves noble."

Sharian said this matter-of-factly, without any hint of joking or smiling.

This is strange. Dark elves have extremely high racial pride.

Born with bodies optimized for assassination, they consider living and dying as assassins to be the highest calling.

If someone else had said such things, they wouldn't have stood for it.

"Do you find what I'm saying funny?"

"I find it surprising."

"I've opened my eyes. There's nothing surprising about it."

Sharian continued, "I learned it thanks to Maman. How pathetic and idiotic it is to live in this dark, damp forest, tearing at each other's throats."

"Who exactly was this Maman?"

"The one who gave birth to Kirrin."

"I know that much, but I have many more questions."

Like why dark elves, who extremely avoid interracial marriages for fear of compromising their assassination abilities, would have a mixed-blood child with a human.

And why pure-blooded dark elves who aren't even full siblings would care so much for Kirrin.

"That's what you're curious about, I see."

"How could I not be? I've never heard of or seen harmonious dark elves."

"Fair enough. Alright."

Sharian leaned comfortably against the tree.

"I'll tell you about Maman."

# # # # #

Under a tree in a remote part of the Black Forest.

In a hollow formed by curled roots, a young dark elf was crouched, hiding.

That young dark elf was Sharian.

She was crying after being severely scolded by her father for failing to throw a dagger properly.

It was unacceptable for a dark elf to shed tears, and if her father saw this, he might punish her severely again.

So whenever Sharian felt like crying, she would come here to cry in secret.

At times like this, Sharian desperately missed her dead mother.

In Sharian's memory, her mother was as cold as her father, but there was still a big difference between having someone and not having anyone at all.

To be precise, it wasn't her birth mother she missed, but the very concept of having a mother.

But Sharian's birth mother was dead and would never return.

Even if she did return, she wouldn't warmly embrace and comfort Sharian who was crying after being scolded by her father.

Sharian roughly wiped her eyes with the back of her hand.

Crying here won't change anything.

Drebron and Jakrion must be looking for her, so it was time to go back.

"What are you doing here?"

Just as she was about to get up, a voice came from behind.

Turning around, she saw a human woman standing there, staring at her.

"Were you crying?"
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A human woman.

Shining alone in white amidst the all-black forest.

Her name was Marian.

She was a woman captured by Sharian's father, who had received a kidnapping request due to some extremely complicated reasons involving conflicts among human nobles.

Sharian didn't know the details.

Her father never explained such things, saying she wouldn't understand anyway.

Sharian wasn't yet old enough to comprehend the complexity of human power struggles.

Still, she knew that this woman was a hostage and how hostages were supposed to be treated.

Like being confined to solitary cells under surveillance, eating one meal a day of dry bread and plain water.

But for some reason, instead of receiving such treatment, this woman was wandering freely around the Black Forest, interfering in all sorts of matters.

Like persistently asking a crying Dark Elf why she was crying.

However, Sharian had no intention of answering the woman's questions.

"Why are you crying? Did something sad happen?"

When the woman asked again, Sharian snapped sharply.

"Mind your own business and watch your behavior."

Sharian pushed past the woman and added:

"You might be abandoned and killed any day now."

"Why do you think that?"

The woman asked, addressing Sharian's back.

"Why do you think such negative thoughts? Why do you say such hurtful things so casually?"

Sharian tried to ignore the woman and walk away.

But the woman's next words made her stop in her tracks.

"That's not how you really feel."

"What do you know to speak so carelessly?"

Sharian glared at the woman with fierce eyes.

"Do you want your tongue ripped out?"

"You shouldn't say things like that."

Marian gently admonished her.

"No matter how angry you are, you shouldn't casually threaten to rip out someone's tongue."

"Ha. That's not even funny. I don't want to talk to you anymore."

Sharian bared her teeth and turned away sharply.

"No one ever asked you, did they?"

But Sharian couldn't help stopping again.

"No one ever asked why you were crying, right? So you didn't know how to react?"

"Shut up! You were captured helplessly because you have no ability or power of your own!"

Sharian shouted roughly.

"The only reason you're wandering around here interfering everywhere is because of my father! He's just ignoring you because you can't escape the Black Forest alive anyway, not because you're anything special! So stop telling others what to do whether they're crying or saying harsh words!"

"I never thought I was special."

"If you know what kind of human you are, shut your mouth and act accordingly! Got it?!"

"Why don't you act like the child you are?"

Sharian became even angrier at the woman's response.

Normally, if a Dark Elf was insulted to their face like this, they would respond with similar intensity.

But this woman, instead of doing that, maintained a calm expression of understanding no matter what was said to her.

That's why Sharian was angry.

Was she pretending to be a good person to gain favor with them?

She was probably doing this in case the request fell through and she became useless.

Disgusting.

"You think I'm childish?"

Suddenly, a dagger appeared in Sharian's hand.

It wasn't magic but came from her sleeve, too quick for the woman to see.

"Act like a child? Should I really show you? Want to see what a Dark Elf kid can do?"

Even with the dagger at her throat, the woman showed no sign of fear.

"Do you want to die?!"

"You're not going to kill me."

The woman smiled gently and took hold of Sharian's hand that held the dagger.

"If you wanted to kill me, you could have done it in the blink of an eye, right?"

Since this was true, Sharian couldn't argue back and roughly shook off the woman's hand.

Harming her father's hostage was unthinkable, and even if that weren't the case, Sharian probably couldn't have killed the woman.

It was because of the woman's voice and smile.

Sharian was extremely flustered by this warmth she had never experienced before.

No one, not even her father or her deceased mother, had treated her like this.

For Dark Elves, that was normal, and yet...

Feeling her heart softening at the woman's attitude toward her, Sharian grew angry instead.

"You're looking down on me too! Because I don't have a mother, you think I'm weaker than the others, so you're looking down on me!"

"Do you miss your mother?"

"Ugh...!"

Hit right in her weak spot, Sharian withdrew her dagger and stumbled backward.

I'm not used to this.

I've never had such a long conversation with someone before.

For Dark Elves, conversation means nothing more than exchanging information.

But why am I continuing to talk with this woman...

No. This is dangerous.

I'm a Dark Elf. Born to be an assassin.

I shouldn't be fooling around with a human woman here!

Sharian quickly turned and started running.

Acting so arrogant for a hostage.

If you try any more tricks with me, I'll really teach you a lesson next time.

No one would notice if I cut off just one little toe.

After running for a while, Sharian gradually slowed down and stopped.

Come to think of it, that human...

She was wandering around the Black Forest as she pleased.

I should follow her.

There's bound to be something I can catch her doing wrong.

Maybe some petty theft or something?

Sharian couldn't stand how upset she was about what had just happened.

In truth, she had been captivated by a human warmth she had never felt before, but she hated admitting it so much.

Hiding in the shadows, Sharian soon spotted the human woman going somewhere and secretly followed her.

The woman was humming a tune, seemingly in a good mood.

Humming in the Black Forest—she must be completely insane.

Perhaps she had lost her mind out of despair over her situation?

That must be it.

The woman continued walking somewhere, ignoring the stares of the Dark Elves watching her.

When she encountered Nisira, Sharian unconsciously held her breath.

Nisira was one of the mothers, the one Sharian feared most.

Even among Dark Elves, she was unusually cold and cruel, so children from other maternal lines tried to avoid her whenever possible.

Fortunately, Nisira only snorted at the human woman without causing any harm.

If she hadn't been a hostage brought in for her father's request, who knows what might have happened...

Wait, why am I worrying about her? Get a grip!

The woman was heading toward the outskirts of the Black Forest.

Sharian wondered if she was trying to escape, but with an ordinary human body, she couldn't possibly get through the traps set around the forest's perimeter.

She must already know that, so where could she be going?

The place the woman arrived at was a small clearing on the outskirts of the Black Forest.

It was the only place near the Black Forest where sunlight shone through, and in late spring like now, it was covered with colorful wildflowers.

However, sunlight and flowers had nothing to do with Dark Elves, so it was a place no one visited or paid attention to.

Humming, the woman went to the middle of the flower field, squatted down, and began doing something.

But since her back was turned to where Sharian was hiding, it was impossible to see exactly what she was doing.

What on earth is she up to?

Peeking out from behind a tree, Sharian suddenly sensed another presence and looked around.

Not far away, another young Dark Elf was watching the woman from within a bush, only his eyes visible.

It was Jakrion, Sharian's younger half-brother.

"Don't just watch from there, come join me."

Surprisingly, the woman turned toward Jakrion and beckoned to him.

He had been discovered because he was still unskilled at concealing his presence.

At the woman's invitation, Jakrion emerged hesitantly from the bushes.

That stupid kid!

Approaching the woman cautiously, Jakrion asked:

"What are you doing?"

"I'm making a crown."

"A crown?"

"Ta-da."

The woman placed what she had been holding onto Jakrion's head.

It was a circular garland made of woven wildflowers.

It was a bit too large for young Jakrion's head, so the flower crown sat askew, resting on his long ears and forehead.

"Isn't it pretty?"

"Flowers."

Jakrion spoke, looking at the flower crown that partially covered his eyes.

Seeing this, Sharian thought she should intervene.

It would be troublesome if that human woman had a bad influence on young Jakrion.

Just as Sharian was about to step forward, she stopped.

"Hehe!"

Jakrion, wearing the flower crown like a blindfold, burst into bright laughter.

Sharian's mind went blank at the sight of her brother's smile—something she had never seen before.

Could Dark Elves... actually laugh out loud?

Weren't we not supposed to laugh?

For an assassin to laugh...

But watching her laughing brother, an irrepressible smile spread across Sharian's face.

"Come here. I'll make one for you too."

"Ah, no. I..."

When the human woman noticed Sharian and raised her hand with a smile, Sharian shook her head and stepped back.

"Sister!"

But led by Jakrion, who ran over to her with a bright smile, Sharian had no choice but to enter the sunlit flower field.

"There, come here."

The woman gently placed a flower crown on Sharian's head.

"You look beautiful. If only we had a mirror."

"Um... well..."

Sharian awkwardly touched the flower crown on her head.

What am I supposed to do?

The dazzlingly brilliant and warm sunlight never seen in the Black Forest, the wildflowers emitting a modest fragrance.

Her brother wearing a flower crown and smiling, and the human woman with a gentle smile weaving Sharian's flower crown.

Everything surrounding Sharian right now was something she had never experienced before.

Looking at Sharian, Marian said:

"Would you like me to be your mother?"

"What...?"

"I'll be your mother. At least while I'm here."

"W-what..."

Nonsense. An absurd and extremely rude statement.

Are you trying to make me miserable with your cheap sympathy just because you saw me crying?

If any other Dark Elf had said such a thing, Sharian would have put a hole in their throat immediately.

But instead of doing that, Sharian said nothing and looked up at Marian.

It was because Marian's smile was so comforting.
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"From then on, I called that person 'Maman.'"

With tear-filled eyes, Sharian gazed at the night sky as she spoke.

"In the country where she came from, babies call their mothers 'Maman.'"

Sharian's voice was so full of affection and longing that even I felt tears welling up as I listened.

"But I'm sorry to ask... I heard that Maman was quite young. How did she... pass away?"

"Ah, about that."

Crunch-

Wiping her eyes with her sleeve, Sharian clenched her molars tightly.

After Professor Dian and his children left.

Alone now, Nemara sat in his chair, fingering his eyepatch as he sank into thought.

He had already heard much about the human called Dian through the Emperor's circle.

A longtime friend of Sir Linus the Hero who had made significant contributions throughout the war.

As a member of the Demon King Assassination Task Force, he specialized in infiltration and assassination, excelling in various other missions as well.

After the war ended, he refused all rewards, took only a large sum of money, and vanished without a trace.

Ten years later, he suddenly reappeared and was appointed as Head Professor of Combat at the Special Mission Academy where Kirrin served as Principal.

Originally, the 2nd Princess had planned to dismiss Kirrin and install Professor Dian as Principal, but he had refused.

He must have come at the request of Sir Linus, who had been the leading candidate for Principal, and had no desire for the position of Principal from the beginning.

With such a disposition, it made sense that he had refused the Imperial Castle's rewards and disappeared.

Hearing only stories, Nemara had thought them somewhat exaggerated.

But after meeting him in person, Nemara realized the Emperor's words weren't exaggerated at all.

Face to face, Professor Dian exuded an aura that seemed impossible for a human.

He showed no signs of intimidation even in the Black Forest, the stronghold of Dark Elves, and even went so far as to threaten Nemara.

Nemara had met Sir Linus a few years ago when he was serving as Captain of the Guard at the Imperial Castle.

Even then, Nemara had felt considerable pressure from Sir Linus's energy, but not as much as now.

If Sir Linus had come here instead of Dian, it might have been better.

Sir Linus was a predictable human.

He moved according to a consistent code of conduct, following the justice and common sense that most people on the continent considered right.

Sir Linus had a line that everyone could recognize, and unless one deliberately crossed it, matters would rarely escalate to the point of using force.

But this Professor Dian was different.

He was utterly unpredictable. That made him extremely dangerous.

Having lived as an assassin for a very long time, Nemara could instinctively tell.

Was he really supposed to send Kirrin to someone like that?

Though they were different races, Dian's appearance seemed quite flawless to Nemara's eye.

Though kept strictly confidential, his past achievements were overwhelming, and his current profession was both socially and economically stable.

Objectively speaking, he was a human without any shortcomings.

But...

Nemara turned his one remaining eye, once again fingering his eyepatch.

His gaze fell upon an old bouquet placed on the side table.

It was something that resembled a twisted broom, so old that the shapes of the flowers and stems were now indistinct.

Am I... doing the right thing?

"Lord Nemara!"

Suddenly, a cheerful voice rang out from somewhere.

A short human woman was smiling brightly. In her hands, she held a bouquet of wildflowers.

"Look at this! They were blooming all over the outskirts of the Black Forest!"

"Marian...?"

Nemara's eye widened in surprise.

"Maybe it's because it's spring, but there are so many beautiful flowers. I guess even the Black Forest is still human territory after all."

Marian held up the bouquet in her hands.

"This is a gift for you, Lord Nemara. If we put it next to the shelf, it will improve the atmosphere tremendously."

Marian went to the shelf where bones obtained through Carsal were displayed and tried to arrange the bouquet.

However, things didn't go as Marian intended.

Nemara strode over and roughly knocked the bouquet away.

The bouquet came undone, scattering flowers in all directions.

"Don't try anything foolish, human."

Nemara said coldly.

"You're nothing but a hostage. I'm keeping you alive only to collect your ransom, so behave accordingly."

"But Lord Nemara, even as a hostage, it's not good to just be gloomy all the time."

Despite her carefully made bouquet being ruined, Marian didn't lose heart and spoke cheerfully.

Nemara thought Marian's demeanor was false.

He believed it was a ploy to make him feel favorably toward her.

From Nemara's perspective as a Dark Elf, such false cheerfulness was extremely uncomfortable, and he wanted to break her spirit.

"You were kidnapped. You were brought here against your will, and your fate depends on my client's decision. My feelings don't factor into it at all, so no matter how much you act like that..."

"Exactly."

Marian answered while gathering the fallen flowers and rearranging them into a bouquet with cheerful movements.

"That's precisely why. Nothing changes no matter what I do. If that's the case, isn't it better to find something I can do rather than curling up in a corner and sobbing?"

Marian smiled brightly.

As always when faced with Marian's smile, Nemara was taken aback.

I've taken on quite a troublesome hostage.

On the request of some nobleman, Nemara had kidnapped this human woman named Marian.

Marian was the daughter of the client's enemy faction. Recently, they needed to make some big deal, and the plan was to use the daughter's life as leverage.

That was the humans' complicated situation.

Nemara's only interest was money—the fee promised for holding the hostage.

"Here, Lord Nemara. These are just flowers."

Marian held out the bouquet.

"They have no poison, and I haven't hidden any daggers in them. They're just simple wildflowers that will brighten up your room."

When Nemara didn't take the bouquet, Marian placed it among the skulls on the shelf.

"Remove it. Before I tear it apart and trample it underfoot."

"You won't do that."

Marian smiled.

"I know you're not that kind of person, Lord Nemara. You just pretend to be scary on the outside."

"How presumptuous."

"It's not presumption; it's a statement based on clear evidence. Just look at how you've allowed me to move around freely."

"Humans can't escape the Black Forest on their own anyway, and if I kept you locked up and your health deteriorated, your ransom value would drop."

Marian tilted her head at Nemara's rebuttal.

"But not even assigning someone to watch me?"

"Wasting valuable clan members to monitor one human woman would be wasteful."

With the recent leadership change causing turmoil in the clan, Nemara was accepting every request that came his way, keeping clan members constantly busy.

After all, when the body is tired, there's no room for stray thoughts.

"Hmm, I see."

Marian nodded at Nemara's claim with an expression that suggested she didn't believe it at all.

Nemara didn't like Marian's expression one bit.

She had been kidnapped and should have been intimidated among a race that looked completely different from her.

Yet Marian, with her extremely cheerful and positive personality, was far from intimidated—she was actually roaming around the Black Forest.

The way she bustled about as if she belonged here despite being just a hostage, and the bad influence she was having on the children—it was all problematic.

She kept telling the children stories about human cities.

Not only that, but she was also meddling by making toys from whatever she could find and mending torn clothes with her needlework.

Even the bouquet she brought now was picked from the outskirts of the Black Forest.

Though Nemara hadn't been told, she probably secretly took Sharian or Jakrion with her.

Marian couldn't have gone that far by herself.

To the Dark Elves, who rarely showed emotion, Marian's behavior was almost a culture shock.

It doesn't fit.

For Dark Elves born to be assassins, such human behavior doesn't fit.

It could have a bad influence on the children who should grow up to be excellent assassins for the clan.

Discipline was needed.

Meanwhile, Marian had beautifully arranged the bouquet among the skulls.

"I'll leave it here."

"Wait."

Just as Marian was about to leave the room, Nemara called her back.

"Outside the Black Forest... it's dangerous. From now on, go with someone."

As Marian stared at him intently, Nemara looked away and added:

"If the hostage dies or gets hurt, I won't be able to collect the ransom."

A smile bloomed on Marian's face.

"I understand! Then I'll ask Drebron!"

"Do as you wish."

After Marian left with a cheerful, bouncing step.

Left alone, Nemara stood still, staring at the bouquet nestled among the skulls.

Flowers in the room of the Dark Elf leader. It didn't match.

Moreover, Nemara had just killed or banished all his brothers to ascend to the position of leader.

With the clan atmosphere unsettled, Nemara needed to maintain control and exert charisma.

So this sort of thing shouldn't be here. What would others think if they saw it?

Picking up the bouquet, Nemara suddenly recalled Marian's smile from earlier.

Damn it.

Muttering a curse under his breath, Nemara withdrew his hand that was about to crush the bouquet.

Instead, he stuffed the bouquet into a corner of the small side table next to the shelf.

By the way.

I should summon Drebron and scold him severely to keep his siblings in line.

"You called for me, Father."

At Nemara's summons, young Drebron hurriedly ran in, knelt, and prostrated himself.

"Drebron. Have your siblings..."

Nemara, who had started speaking to scold Drebron, closed his mouth.

A small wildflower was tucked behind Drebron's ear.
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Drebron noticed Nemara's gaze and touched his ear, startling himself.

"T-this...! It wasn't me, that human woman just did it on her own...! I'm sorry!"

Drebron yanked the flower from his ear as if he wanted to tear it out, but instead of throwing it away, he stuffed it into his pocket.

"Please forgive me! She said it would suit me and asked me to try it just once...!"

Nemara intended to scold Drebron but couldn't bring himself to do so. For some reason, he felt laughter bubbling up at the sight of Drebron with a flower tucked behind his ear, now making excuses while hiding it in his pocket.

But as befitting a Dark Elf, Nemara maintained a strict expression and spoke gravely.

"Drebron."

"Yes, Father...!"

"Lately, that human woman's range of activities has grown worryingly wide. If she happens to escape or encounters unexpected threats outside the Black Forest, it would be extremely troublesome. We would lose the ransom."

"Should we put a leash on her to prevent her from wandering...?"

"We'll exclude any possibility of physical harm. Instead, you will keep her under close surveillance."

"What...?"

Drebron stared at Nemara with wide eyes.

"Close surveillance, you say?"

"Yes. To prevent the woman from escaping or causing trouble. And to ensure the hostage's value isn't diminished by any accidents."

"So that means..."

Nemara pointed at the pocket where Drebron had hidden the flower.

"It means following her around when she crawls outside the Black Forest to pick flowers like today, you foolish child."

"Ah, I understand!"

Despite being called foolish, Drebron seemed extremely pleased.

"May Sharian and Jakrion join me as well?"

Drebron carefully requested.

"I'm still young and might not be able to properly secure the human woman's safety in case of threats, so if my siblings could help..."

"Do as you wish."

"Thank you!"

"Now get out."

Nemara coldly dismissed him and turned his back.

"But, Father."

Drebron, who was just getting up, asked.

"How did you know the human woman went outside the Black Forest to pick flowers?"

"Is there another place where flowers bloom closer than there?"

Nemara shifted slightly to block Drebron's view of the side table where a bouquet of flowers lay.

"I'm busy. Leave."

After Drebron left, Nemara quietly sank into thought.

It seemed he would need to hide this bouquet somewhere less visible.

Just as he picked up the bouquet, Nemara flinched and opened his eyes wide.

It had been fresh and fragrant just moments ago.

But what he now held in his hand was a bouquet withered and twisted from many years of drying.

It was the bouquet that had been sitting in the corner of Nemara's side table for over ten years.

Suddenly brought back to reality, Nemara stared endlessly at the bouquet before quietly speaking.

"Marian.... I... don't know if I'm doing the right thing..."

Nemara was a Dark Elf.

A race quite distant from emotions necessary for human relationships such as compassion, kindness, love, consideration, and concern.

From birth, they lacked such emotions compared to other races, and they themselves saw nothing strange about it.

Emotions were unnecessary for assassination.

Moreover, to Dark Elves, family was merely a tool to exert influence within the clan.

Parents commanded their children unilaterally, and children obeyed without question.

Nemara, as the leader of the Dark Elves, had particularly strong tendencies in this regard, which was why he couldn't be certain.

Whether he was handling Kirrin's situation properly.

But there was no one to ask.

Because Marian was already dead.

"Marian..."


# # # # #


Meanwhile, outside Nemara's quarters, a Dark Elf was eavesdropping while concealed.

He was the full brother of the one whose head had been severed by Drebron.

After hearing Nemara's soliloquy, he quickly turned and ran somewhere.

He arrived at the quarters of one of Nemara's many wives.

It was where Nisira, Nemara's second wife, stayed. She was currently the highest-ranking among the wives and had the most children within the clan.

Although she had lost one son to Drebron today, she still had six children remaining.

"Welcome."

Nisira, who was lying half-naked on a cushion-filled sofa, smiled.

"How was Lord Nemara?"

"He seems to have had another hallucination of that human woman. I've heard rumors that his mind has been deteriorating lately, and it appears to be true. He seems to be going senile."

"How disrespectful to call our clan leader, who deserves our respect, senile."

Despite reprimanding her son's rash comment, Nisira's lips still held a faint smile.

"He must have lost his mind when he took a human as his concubine."

"Indeed. When that woman came to the Black Forest, I thought I was seeing things."

The women sitting or lying on other sofas chimed in.

They were all Nemara's wives who supported Nisira, the current highest-ranking second wife.

"So, what happened to the human Drebron brought?"

"She's moved to their quarters now. They were discussing marriage arrangements for the half-breed girl."

The women whispered among themselves upon hearing the son's report.

"Is he trying to marry his child to a human, just like he did?"

"If a mixed-blood marries another mixed-blood, that's no longer a Dark Elf."

Nisira gently stroked her chin with her finger as she thought.

It's like the strategic marriages that high-ranking humans practice.

She knew that this human called Dian was the head professor at the academy owned by the Second Princess and enjoyed her full favor.

Is he trying to side with the Second Princess instead of the Emperor this time?

Well, all power is currently tilting toward the Second Princess.

The aging Emperor and his incompetent direct heirs continue to lose everything to the Second Princess while watching helplessly.

As expected of Nemara.

He foresaw the Demon King's army's defeat and sided with the human alliance despite everyone's opposition.

His judgment of political situations and self-preservation is impeccable.

Making the neurotic Emperor indebted to him, using that as leverage to install his half-breed daughter as an academy principal, and now stabbing that same Emperor in the back?

This is exemplary behavior that all Dark Elves should emulate.

So if this matter succeeds, that Drebron will gain even more power.

Since the half-breed Kirrin is on Drebron's side.

Hmm...

A friendly half-sister with direct connections to the Second Princess, trusted by the clan leader...

I don't like this.

If Drebron, who doesn't get along with Nisira's faction, becomes the leader, Nisira's fate is obvious.

That brute with nothing but size might take an iron club and smash the heads of Nisira, her children, and all her maternal allies.

It's customary for such bloodshed to occur when leadership changes.

Nemara too killed all his brothers and sisters who stood in his way when he became leader.

It's an extremely inefficient lifestyle, but what can we do?

The race itself is built this way.

Anyway, Drebron must be brought down, and Nisira's son must become the leader.

But even if we kill Drebron through Carsal, would Nemara allow it?

Nemara has changed since the war.

When he betrayed the Demon King's army for the future of the clan, we understood.

But then he suddenly sent Kirrin to the city to venture into human civilization and even made her a principal at some academy.

Even that could be understood.

But afterward, Nemara began acting as if he could see his long-dead human concubine.

Just as her son reported, he would call out her name and wave his hands in the air as if she were there.

Today's Nemara is not the cold-blooded Nemara from before the war.

Everything went wrong after that human woman arrived.

So considering the relationship between that woman and Nemara, and between Kirrin and Drebron's siblings, it doesn't seem like Nemara would accept a normal reestablishment of the succession order.

Removing just Drebron won't change anything.

We'll eliminate Nemara in one stroke as well.

Although this might disrupt relations with the Emperor's faction, she isn't too concerned.

Nisira also knows that the Empire is currently leaning toward the Second Princess.

From the Second Princess's perspective, Nemara, who allied with the Emperor she opposes, must be uncomfortable.

If we kill Nemara and present Nisira's son as the new leader with the entire clan joining her side, she would be pleased.

After all, our clan is the only Dark Elf group that trades with the Empire.

Nisira had been preparing a plan for this purpose for a long time.

"When will Baltar return?"

"My brother should return after midnight today."

How timely that our candidate for leadership is returning to the Black Forest at just the right moment.
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Nisira raised her hand with satisfaction.

A small crow flew in from somewhere and perched on her hand.

"My dear."

"Yes, my lady."

When Nisira called to one of the other wives beside her, the youngest wife bowed her head.

"Would you bring me pen and paper? I need to write a letter. It's for Morkan."

At the mention of Morkan's name, the wives looked at each other with surprised eyes.

"M-my lady... Did you say Morkan, not Baltar?"

"Yes. Surely you know who he is? He's Lord Nemara's older brother."

"I know him. But why suddenly him...?"

"Hurry and fetch them."

Nisira waved her hand lightly, and another wife quickly brought pen and paper.

Nisira took the pen and began writing the letter.

Though curious about its contents, none of the other wives dared to peek or ask about what she was writing.

Such was Nisira's tremendous authority within the clan.

It was fortunate that none of her children surpassed Drebron in ability.

Otherwise, Nisira would have already stopped paying any attention to Nemara's wishes.

"There, now fly swiftly to Lord Morkan."

As the crow with the letter tied to its leg took flight, the wives glanced nervously at each other.

Not just Baltar but Morkan too?

Could he possibly still be alive?

This situation seemed to be growing enormously...

Unlike the wives' concerns, Nisira merely let out a soft laugh.

# # # # #

Late at night.

Kirrin, who had fled from Drebron's quarters, stopped after running for quite some time.

The place she had run to as if entranced was a small flower field at the edge of the Black Forest.

It was the very same flower field she had often visited with her mother when she was young.

Although there was no sunlight at night, Kirrin's dark elf eyes could clearly see the blooming flowers.

Hesitantly, Kirrin moved toward the center of the flower field.

Strange. It definitely wasn't this small ten years ago.

No... It's not that the flower field has shrunk, but that I've grown.

Slowly sitting down, Kirrin stared blankly at the flowers covering the ground.

Then, unconsciously, she reached out and began weaving the flowers together.

She was making a flower crown, just as her mother always did when they came here.

"You're a special child."

Her mother would always say that as she placed the flower crown on her head.

"I'm not special."

Kirrin would reply at those times.

"Father says I'm a useless, garbage daughter. He says I can't throw daggers properly and my stealth is terrible. He asked what good I could possibly be when I can't even kill a single ant. He said I'm just a parasite who contributes nothing to the clan."

Then her mother would smile brightly and grab Kirrin's cheeks, stretching them.

"That's not true, Kirrin. Assassination skills aren't the only measure of a person's worth. If that were the case, the Emperor of the Empire and even powerful dragons would all be garbage, wouldn't they? Since they probably can't assassinate better than your father."

"Hmm... I guess so... But I'm really not good at anything."

"Why do you say you're not good at anything? Is there anyone in the Black Forest who can do mental calculations faster than you?"

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

Kirrin had been quite intelligent since childhood.

However, her timid nature and the oppression she suffered from her cold-blooded father prevented her from properly demonstrating her abilities.

That's because in the Black Forest, being quick at mental calculations, having logical thinking, and possessing excellent literacy were talents of little use.

They valued the ability to swiftly cut throats, hide in darkness, and abduct people without leaving a trace.

So in the eyes of Nemara, the clan leader, Kirrin—delicate and slow with her mixed human blood—would never be satisfactory no matter what she did.

"There's no need to pursue something you weren't born for."

Her mother had said.

"Instead, it would be much more helpful to maximize the strengths you do have. And Kirrin."

Her mother hugged her tightly.

"I want you to do what you want and live happily."

"What I want is..."

Kirrin murmured in her mother's embrace.

"To live with you forever?"

Her mother laughed cheerfully at that answer.

Her mother's laughter always made Kirrin feel so good that she couldn't help but grin along.

In the dark, cold Black Forest, her mother's laughter was like warm spring sunshine.

Other dark elves might hate it, but Kirrin loved her mother's laugh.

"Maman. What amuses you so?"

At that moment, Jakrion appeared at the edge of the flower field.

"You're laughing so loudly that the entire Black Forest knows of your joy."

"Is that so? I should be more careful."

"No. I like it when you laugh, Maman. Just be cautious in front of Lady Nisira."

At the mention of Nisira's name, a shadow fell across Kirrin's face.

Nisira was the aunt Kirrin feared most.

Like all dark elves, Nisira was especially cold and inscrutable.

"But what made you laugh so?"

"Kirrin told me something amusing."

Hearing her mother's words, Jakrion gave an almost imperceptible smile.

"I wish I could be like Kirrin."

Jakrion knelt on one knee and stroked Kirrin's head.

"Kirrin is fortunate to have such reliable older siblings."

As she said this, her mother turned her gaze elsewhere.

Where her mother's eyes fell, Drebron and Sharian appeared with awkward expressions.

"Impressive. You can even detect our stealth to some degree now."

"You're always around when there are no missions."

It was common knowledge that Nisira and several other wives disliked Marian.

That's why the Drebron siblings secretly guarded their Maman whenever they were in the Black Forest, preparing for any possible incident.

"Come here, my children."

When Maman spread her arms, Drebron and Sharian approached somewhat awkwardly, hesitating.

Maman embraced all four dark elves at once.

"I'm truly happy."

Maman said while holding the dark elves.

"To have four such good children."

Maman always expressed affection freely like this, but the dark elves still didn't know exactly how to respond.

More precisely, they knew but found it extremely difficult to act accordingly, so they just fumbled awkwardly.

Still, they understood that Maman, who shared no blood with them, pitied and cherished them after their own mothers had died.

And they knew that they too liked and followed this human woman.

Though they had never said it aloud and never planned to, they loved Maman.

"Mother..."

"Kirrin."

"Ah!"

Startled by the sudden voice, Kirrin looked around frantically.

I clearly... clearly heard Mother calling me?

But her mother was nowhere to be seen.

Instead, Jakrion stood between the trees, watching Kirrin.

"Kirrin."

Jakrion called her name softly.

I mistook my brother's call...

"Can we talk for a moment?"

When Kirrin nodded, Jakrion approached and sat down beside her.

"First..."

Jakrion slowly began.

"I'm sorry. For proceeding with everything without consulting you."

"Mm..."

"But that doesn't mean..."

Jakrion paused, fell silent for a moment, then continued.

"Um... what I mean is, we..."

But he couldn't finish and closed his mouth.

Dark elves weren't talented at such conversations.

No matter how much time they had spent with Maman, they couldn't speak exactly like her.

If only Maman were here now.

No, if Maman had been here, none of this would have happened in the first place.

Anyway, I need to step up now... but what should I say?

I should say something lengthy to make the conversation flow better.

Kirrin hung her head low, just plucking at the flowers.

For Jakrion, a dark elf, having to lead a conversation proactively was not a welcome situation.

After contemplating, Jakrion finally decided to approach it in a way he was good at.

"You said there were many women around Professor Dian at the Academy?"

"Yes..."

"And you suddenly returned here because you witnessed some kind of... well, something between those women and Professor Dian?"

"Yes..."

Completely dejected and depressed, Kirrin continued to answer only with "yes," making Jakrion even more perplexed.

"Should I kidnap another good man for you instead? If he has a history with women, surely later he'll—"

Noticing Kirrin staring at him, Jakrion hurriedly changed his words.

"No, I misspoke. Then... let your brother do this for you."

"Do what..."

"Those women are getting in your way now, right? I'll assassinate them for you."

Kirrin said nothing and just stared at Jakrion.

"Why...?"

"What? Well, obviously..."

Well, obviously...

Seeing the expression on Kirrin's face, Jakrion scratched his head like a fool.

*Sigh*, is this not right...?
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Jakrion frantically racked his brain, but only torture, threats, and other such unsavory methods came to mind.

He was a quintessential Dark Elf who could only think of solutions that deviated from social norms, like assassination or kidnapping.

This is quite troublesome.

Kirrin was a half-human Dark Elf with her mother's blood mixed in.

Applying the pure Dark Elf way of life to her was unreasonable.

Mother... please tell me. What should I say at times like this?

"Thank you anyway."

Just as Jakrion was about to tear at his hair in frustration, Kirrin spoke.

"What did you say?"

"I said thank you. For always thinking of me and worrying about me like this."

Still holding the pointlessly plucked flower in her hand, Kirrin continued.

"Big Brother Drebron, Big Sister Sharian, all of you. If it weren't for you, I would have had a really hard time. You're the only ones I can lean on right now."

Jakrion said nothing.

He was forcibly controlling the emotions welling up from deep within his chest.

My little sister just thanked me!!!!!!

"I'm sorry for getting angry earlier. I know you tried to kidnap Dian for my sake. But it was too dangerous and hasty. Not telling me about it, and going after Dian like that."

Kirrin added, "Dian is much more dangerous than he appears. More than you and the others can handle."

Jakrion strongly agreed.

The places where Dian had hit him were still sore, and when he took a deep breath, stabbing pains shot through various parts of his body.

"I already heard when receiving orders from Father. He was the human who moved alongside Sir Linus."

"Huh?"

Kirrin's eyes widened as if hearing this for the first time.

"What do you mean, Sir Linus?"

"You didn't know? I heard he was part of the Demon King Assassination Task Force with Sir Linus. He killed the Demon King, suddenly went into seclusion, and then appeared at the Academy after ten years."

"R-really...?"

Kirrin had only vaguely sensed that Dian was a war veteran and somehow connected to important people.

And that he had saved Vice Principal Ismera and student Merylda during the war.

But she still didn't clearly know what kind of person he had been in the past.

A member of the Demon King Assassination Task Force... That's much more incredible than I thought...

Someone that amazing wouldn't care about someone like me...

Kirrin became deeply depressed.

The reason she had come to the Black Forest was because of the series of events at the Duke's villa.

She had seen Dian being loved by everyone while she remained on the outside, unable to fit in.

She had lived her whole life doing only what her father told her to do, under his shadow.

Being sent to a human city full of prejudice and hostility toward Dark Elves after the war and entering a public academy.

Becoming the principal of the Special Mission Academy despite earning the hatred of the powerful 2nd Princess.

None of these were things Kirrin had wanted to do.

They were her father's wishes to establish a foothold for their clan's expansion into the city.

What I wanted was to live happily in the Black Forest with Mother and my siblings.

Then she met Dian and thought he had saved her.

Dian had rescued Kirrin when she was flattened, unable to even breathe, caught between the Emperor and the Princess's power struggle.

Thanks to Dian, the Academy had developed, and the 2nd Princess had even praised Kirrin for the first time.

Her feelings toward Dian had turned into love, and Kirrin had reached the point of imagining a future with him.

But at the Duke's villa, she realized.

That someone like her wasn't suitable for Dian.

And now, the moment she learned he was from the Demon King Assassination Task Force, Dian became someone from a completely different dimension that Kirrin could never reach.

A half-blood Dark Elf who couldn't do anything on her own.

Someone who couldn't even gain recognition from her own clan without her siblings' support.

"Eek?!"

Jakrion was startled when Kirrin suddenly burst into tears.

Was there something wrong with what I said!?

But what was it? What on earth was it!!!

"I think..."

As Jakrion fidgeted like an anxious puppy, Kirrin opened her mouth.

"I should tell Dian to return to the Academy."

"Th-then what do you plan to do?"

"Since it's still vacation, I'll stay here for a few more days before going back."

She had come to her siblings because she was upset in the first place.

She hadn't expected Dian to follow her here, so she would send him back.

She couldn't quit being principal entirely, so she would gather herself here and then return.

After that, she would live as if nothing had happened.

"Is that really okay... After he came all this way, just sending him back... And Father's position..."

The kidnapping attempt on Dian had been on Nemara's orders.

It started with a crow message sent by Kirrin after she returned alone to the Academy from the Duke's villa.

The message said she was going to the Black Forest for vacation, which threw Drebron and his siblings into a panic.

She had never once come to the Black Forest during vacations before, and now she was suddenly coming.

After Kirrin arrived at the Black Forest, Drebron questioned her thoroughly, understood the whole situation, and made a request to Nemara:

"Please allow us to kidnap Dian for Kirrin's sake."

"Do as you wish."

This was extremely unusual for Nemara, who considered each clan member an asset and never did anything without payment.

That's why Jakrion was afraid of his father's anger if they sent Dian back.

"Perhaps... we should speak to Father first before sending that human Dian back..."

"Weren't you the ones who told me not to worry about Father?"

Jakrion was speechless at Kirrin's words.

Back during that competition.

They had given Professor Dian a note to pass to Kirrin when they happened to meet him.

The note read:

"Don't worry about Father and live happily doing what you want to do."

This was both a message from her siblings and their mother's dying wish.

Before dying, their mother had asked Nemara and their children to let Kirrin live happily doing what she wanted.

To their mother, Kirrin was her greatest concern even in death.

At that time, all the children except Nemara promised to do so, and now they were trying to keep that promise.

"I should go see Dian."

As Kirrin got up wearily, Jakrion also stood.

"Will you be alright, Kirrin?"

"I'll be fine. It can't be helped."

"Well..."

Scratching his head, Jakrion said, "Maybe you should at least talk to him..."

"It's better not to."

Kirrin shook her head.

"I don't want to burden Dian."

"I see..."

Jakrion had no more advice to offer.

This was already his best effort.

So Jakrion had no choice but to follow Kirrin back to the Black Forest.

# # # # #

Meanwhile, in a forest not far from the Nemara Black Forest.

A crow with a message tied to its ankle circled in the sky, cawing and searching for something.

After looking around, the crow spotted something and quickly descended.

The crow landed on the wrist of a male Dark Elf.

He was a man with numerous scars on his face, named Morkan.

Morkan was Nemara's half-brother who had lost the Carsal, a duel for the clan leadership position.

Normally, the Carsal was a fight to the death where one must die, but Morkan had not died.

He had cowardly fled, surviving against the strict rules of their race.

After escaping, Morkan had been living alone in hiding, taking illegal commissions to make a living while waiting for an opportunity.

That opportunity was none other than reclaiming the clan leadership position.

Under normal circumstances, this would be absolutely impossible, but Morkan's situation was different.

This was because there were sympathizers within the clan.

Nisira, Nemara's second wife.

Officially Nisira was Nemara's wife, but in truth, she had secretly been involved with Morkan.

Baltar, Nisira's eldest son, was born from their relationship.

Nisira had committed such acts betting on Morkan becoming the leader, but in the end, Nemara won the Carsal.

Nevertheless, Nisira couldn't forget Morkan and continued to communicate with him behind Nemara's back.

To increase her influence in preparation for Morkan's return, she had assassinated the mother of Drebron, Nemara's first wife.

The human woman Nemara had fallen for was also poisoned by Nisira's hand.

After establishing her hierarchy, Nisira recruited wives who were favorable to her, solidified her power, and waited for the right time.

And now, Nisira had sent Morkan a message saying it was the perfect opportunity to reclaim the leadership position.

Nemara had recently been showing signs of mental instability, seeing visions of a human woman.

Currently, Nisira's influence in the clan was solid, with most wives and children willing to help.

If they could just subdue Nemara and the Drebron siblings, he could become the clan leader. Today was the perfect time.

After reading the entire message, Morkan slowly rose from his seat.

Behind him were his son Baltar, born between him and Nisira, and other Dark Elves who had joined on their way back from commissions.

"Let's go."

At Morkan's brief command, the Dark Elves disappeared into the darkness.

# # # # #

Meanwhile, Dian, who had been sleeping on a tree branch, opened his eyes.

He had heard a strange sound.
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I thought I heard something.

As I got up and looked around, I could find the source of the sound.

The sound was coming from below.

Looking down, I saw Kirrin struggling to climb up the tree.

"Principal?"

"Oh my, could you give me a hand?"

I grabbed Kirrin's outstretched hand and pulled her up.

"Thanks. I'm not used to climbing trees..."

Kirrin sat beside me and mumbled softly.

"Was the meal okay? I heard Sharian brought it to you."

"It wasn't bad. I thought Dark Elves would serve purple poison soup in skull bowls, but it was surprisingly normal."

Kirrin laughed softly at my joke. But her laughter didn't last long.

"I'm sorry, Dian."

"For what?"

"This whole situation. My siblings trying to kidnap you."

"Well, it's fine. Everything worked out in the end, right?"

"I suppose..."

Kirrin nodded slowly.

"Still, kidnapping isn't exactly normal."

"That's true, but they had their reasons."

Kirrin's face darkened.

"About those reasons. Just ignore them. Don't worry about it."

"Really?"

"Yes. It was just my father and siblings acting on their own assumptions. That's how Dark Elves are."

Kirrin forced a smile.

"We're a race that can only think of extreme solutions. We don't even discuss or consult with each other. For us, communication is just about conveying information and giving orders. That's why."

"I know. Your sister came and told me various things."

"Oh? How much did she tell you?"

After thinking for a moment, I decided to be completely honest.

About why they had tried to kidnap me.

"She said it was because of your mother's last words."

"Yes, that's right... Mom..."

Kirrin started to speak but suddenly covered her face with both hands.

After staying like that for a moment, she continued.

"But that didn't mean they should kidnap you. My siblings and father misunderstood."

"I see."

"So Dian, you should go back now. There are still a few days of vacation left. I'll return later."

"You're staying here?"

"This is our home."

Kirrin smiled faintly.

"It's where I was born and where I have memories with my mother and siblings. With the Vice Principal and two Head Professors here, it's a relaxing vacation for once."

"I see..."

That's a relief. I thought she had quit her position as Principal and run away.

She just came here to rest.

Though I'm still concerned about the reason she came to rest.

"Principal."

Since we have this chance to talk alone, I should clear things up.

"About why you came here. Your sister told me everything. She said it was because of me."

"That's not it."

"Really? From what I heard..."

"No, Dian. It's not like that, so don't worry."

Kirrin interrupted me with another smile.

"I told you. Dark Elves are bad at communication. I'm the most reasonable person here, so just listen to me."

"Alright."

"Now go. I'll show you the way out."

"Are you sure you'll be okay?"

"I said I'll be fine."

Kirrin started climbing down the tree first, and I followed.

"Follow me. There's a path without traps."

"Um... don't we need to say goodbye to your father or siblings?"

"No need. If they know you're leaving, they might cause trouble again."

Kirrin grabbed my wrist and pulled firmly.

# # # # #

Young Kirrin drooled slightly and smiled brightly, looking back and forth between her siblings.

"Look here, Kirrin!"

Drebron waved the dagger in his hand. The tiny bell attached to the handle made a pleasant sound.

"Kirrin! Kirrin! Isn't it pretty? I'll give it to you!"

Sharian's lasso was filled with flowers, scattering petals whenever she twirled it in the air.

"This is what your brother bought in the city. It's perfect for you!"

What fluttered in Jakrion's hand was a small black mask with pretty rabbit embroidery, just the right size for Kirrin who had just started toddling.

As her siblings shook their gifts and called out, Kirrin began to wobble toward them.

"Come this way, Kirrin!"

"Over here, over here!"

"I have what you like right here!"

Drebron, Sharian, and Jakrion called out competitively.

Kirrin headed first toward Jakrion.

The rabbit embroidered on the black cloth was something Kirrin loved, and Jakrion often set traps to catch rabbits for her.

Just as she was about to reach Jakrion, Kirrin suddenly turned toward Sharian.

"No! Don't go!"

"That's right. This way!"

Sharian twirled her lasso faster, creating a storm of flower petals.

Entranced by the spectacular sight, Kirrin approached, making "abababa" sounds.

But Sharian, too excited, twirled the lasso so vigorously that it made a splitting sound cutting through the air, which frightened Kirrin.

"Huh?! What's wrong?!"

Seeing Kirrin retreat hesitantly, Sharian was devastated, and Drebron, the last one remaining, shook his dagger until the bell nearly broke.

"Kirrin! Kirrin! Over here! Come here!"

"Nooo!" "No way!"

When Kirrin practically fell into Drebron's arms, Sharian and Jakrion collapsed in defeat.

"She came to me! Kirrin came to me!"

Drebron laughed as he lifted Kirrin high.

Though they shared not a drop of blood, she was an adorable and lovable little sister he cherished more than anything.

Next was the public academy graduation ceremony.

Instead of a dagger with a bell, Drebron stood at the school gate holding a bouquet of flowers.

People passing through the gate whispered about Drebron.

Not long after the war had ended, a pure-blooded Dark Elf with ebony skin was an unfamiliar and dangerous presence to humans.

Although the Nemara Clan had betrayed the Demon King and saved the Emperor's life, ordinary people couldn't know or distinguish such things.

For this reason, the Dark Elves of Nemara rarely showed themselves in broad daylight among humans.

Nevertheless, Drebron came to the academy in bright morning because today was Kirrin's graduation ceremony.

Sharian and Jakrion happened to be away on a mission in a distant province, and their father would never come, so only Drebron remained.

With his father's permission, Drebron left the Black Forest alone and came to the academy.

"Excuse me..."

Someone approached Drebron.

Turning around, he found himself surrounded by armed guards.

Their faces showed clear tension, and some gripped their sword hilts as if ready to draw at any moment.

"What are you doing here?"

"I'm waiting for my sister."

"Your sister? This is the public academy."

"My sister is an academy student."

"An academy student?"

Unable to understand the situation, the guard stupidly repeated Drebron's words.

"The top graduate. In other words, she graduated with the highest honors."

"R-really...?"

"She went to the city knowing nothing and without any tutoring, and I was worried, but she graduated at the top of her class. Among humans who had different starting points with all kinds of knowledge from childhood."

"Ah, yes..."

The guard was taken aback by Drebron's sudden boasting about his sister.

"Kirrin was quick with mental arithmetic from a young age and had an excellent understanding of phenomena. If she had become an assassin, it would have been a waste of talent, but fortunately, she came to this academy and..."

"I understand, sir."

The guard cut off Drebron as his speech threatened to go on indefinitely.

"I get that your sister is impressive. But the issue is, could you please leave this area?"

"Why should I leave?"

"Because the citizens are anxious. We came because of reports."

The guard pointed to the onlookers around them.

"Seeing you walking freely through the city, you must be from the Nemara Clan, right?"

"That's correct."

"People here don't know about that. Even if we explained, your skin won't turn white. Do you understand what I mean?"

"I understand, but I must attend my sister's graduation ceremony."

"You don't have to attend the ceremony itself. You could meet her for a meal afterward. We don't want to respond to another report..."

"Brother!"

Just then, Kirrin came running from inside, wearing a graduation cap and gown.

"Kirrin!"

Drebron, who had been smiling brightly, quickly composed his expression, conscious of the stares around them.

"How did you know I was here?"

"People were saying there was a Dark Elf lingering at the gate. But..."

Kirrin looked at the bouquet in Drebron's hand.

"Did you come for the graduation ceremony?"

"No, I just finished a mission nearby last night. I'm just stopping by on my way back."

Drebron lied as he handed her the bouquet.

"Congratulations on your graduation."

Kirrin took the bouquet and grabbed Drebron's wrist.

"Don't be like that. Come inside. The ceremony is about to start."

"I should be heading back now."

But Kirrin pulled Drebron inside the gate without listening.

"Hey, wait! Excuse me!"

Ignoring the guard's shouts, Drebron was led by Kirrin to the graduation ceremony.

And as the family of the top graduate, they sat in the front row.

Drebron secretly wiped away tears as he watched Kirrin receive an award as the representative of the graduating class.

His little sister, who once squirmed around as a baby, had grown up and graduated at the top of her academy...

How happy Mother would have been if she were here...

That's how much Drebron cherished and loved Kirrin.

But now that same Kirrin was angry, saying he didn't understand her feelings at all...

What should he do...

After pulling at his hair in frustration, Drebron slowly rose from his chair.

Mother always said that Dark Elves don't communicate.

Most problems Dark Elves face come from a lack of communication.

Yes. He needed to open up and talk honestly. Just like Mother used to do.

As Drebron left his quarters to find Kirrin, he stopped in his tracks.

Someone was standing in front of his quarters.

"Brother Drebron."

"Baltar. Back from your mission?"

The eldest son of Nisira, currently ranked first.

He was the son Nisira's faction was pushing as the next leader, making him Drebron's competitor.

"Yes. I just returned. But where are you going in the middle of the night?"

Baltar grinned.

"Do you have some urgent business?"

Seeing the daggers in both of Baltar's hands, Drebron quietly asked.

"Is it Carsal?"
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"Carsal, is it? Well..."

At Baltar's ambiguous answer, Drebron glared around with sharp eyes.

Behind Baltar, several Dark Elves were hiding in unseen places.

They had surrounded Drebron in a fan-shaped formation.

Looking carefully at their faces, they were all children of Nisira and the other mothers.

Seeing this, Drebron understood.

So Nisira has finally made her move.

Since she can't defeat me with Carsal, she's resorting to other schemes.

Drebron had been wary of Nisira for some time.

He vaguely knew that Nisira had been secretly persuading the other mothers behind Father's back.

He had mentioned this to Father several times, but Father took no particular action.

That's because Father had gradually changed since Mother passed away.

Originally, Father had been indifferent to anything outside clan matters.

Conversely, when it came to clan affairs, he never overlooked even the smallest detail.

But after Mother died, Father lost interest in clan matters.

He would spend all day doing nothing in his quarters, or sometimes act as if Mother were still present.

Why had he become like that?

Perhaps, just perhaps, it was because Father truly loved Mother.

As a result, Drebron had recently taken charge of all clan affairs and was looking for an opportunity to kill Nisira.

But he had been cautious, knowing that acting rashly could destroy the clan's hierarchy.

He never expected her to move so quickly.

Judging by those who came to challenge him now, it seems almost everyone except us has sided with Nisira.

Sharian and Jakrion must be in similar situations.

So what's the extent of her plan?

Is she aiming to defeat me and install Baltar as the heir apparent, or does she intend to eliminate Father as well and take the leadership position directly?

I can't know for sure. I won't be able to grasp the full situation until I deal with all of these people here.

"Wait a moment."

As Drebron turned to enter his quarters, one of the Dark Elves rushed forward.

"This is no time for leisure, Brother Drebron!"

The Dark Elf gripped a sharp knife in reverse and lunged to stab Drebron in the back.

"This isn't just a simple Carsal... gack!"

The Dark Elf's eyes widened as Drebron's hand seized his throat.

His other hand had already grabbed the Dark Elf's wrist that held the knife.

"I told you to wait."

As Drebron applied pressure, there was a cracking sound as both the Dark Elf's neck and wrist broke simultaneously.

The other Dark Elves hesitated and looked at each other, shocked by this incredible display of strength.

After tossing aside the instantly killed Dark Elf, Drebron emerged from his quarters carrying his favorite iron triangular staff.

"Damn it..."

Several Dark Elves cursed under their breath at the sight.

"Since it's come to this, we'll do this the Dark Elf way."

Drebron said, casually swinging his triangular staff as if warming up.

"You cannot escape from here without killing or being killed. If you run, I will track you to the ends of the earth. I assume you all came prepared for that?"

No one answered.

Drebron looked at Baltar.

"You answer as their representative, Baltar."

"Very well, Brother."

Baltar twirled his two daggers and smiled.

"We'll do as you wish. But..."

Baltar looked around while fidgeting with his daggers.

"Where is she?"

"She?"

"That half-breed born of a human..."

Baltar couldn't finish his sentence.

He had to dodge Drebron's triangular staff that had rushed toward his face in the blink of an eye.

BOOM!!

As the triangular staff struck the ground, creating a thunderous sound and vibration, tension appeared on Baltar's face.

Until now, Drebron had never participated in a Carsal.

Since Nemara was still very much alive, it wasn't yet time to determine succession through Carsal.

So they had never seen Drebron fight properly and thought they could overwhelm him with numbers.

But now it seemed that might not be the case.

Still, it shouldn't matter.

Everyone except Drebron's siblings and a few others were already on Baltar's side.

Everything would be settled before dawn tomorrow.

"Don't be afraid! Time is on our side! Kill him!"

At Baltar's cry, the Dark Elves charged at Drebron with their weapons.

The head of the first brave but unfortunate Dark Elf to reach Drebron was shattered, sending fragments flying in all directions.

# # # # #

Meanwhile, in Nemara's quarters.

Ignoring the noise outside, Nemara was staring at a withered, twisted bouquet in the corner of his side table.

As usual, he was habitually touching his black eye patch.

"Lord Nemara! It's a gift for you!"

This eye patch was given to him by Marian.

Nemara had been using a roughly cut piece of leather to cover his left eye, lost during numerous Carsals.

When it became cracked and unsightly with age, Marian had fashioned an eye patch from the leather bag she had brought when she was kidnapped.

"It fits perfectly. You look so handsome!"

Marian never returned to the city. The mission had gone wrong.

Kidnapping Marian was entirely due to a contract.

During a conflict between two noble houses, the disadvantaged side had commissioned the kidnapping of the daughter of the opposing noble house.

They planned to use the daughter's life as leverage in negotiations.

But it turned out that Marian was not the daughter of the opposing noble house, but merely a maid.

The opposing noble house had anticipated this move, hidden their daughter, and disguised Marian to look like her.

With similar appearances and dressed in expensive clothes in the lady's bedroom, they had taken her without suspicion, which became the root of the problem.

"It couldn't be helped."

When Nemara later discovered this fact and became furious, Marian smiled resignedly.

"I'm an orphan, so it doesn't matter if I'm abandoned. Do as you wish with me. No one would mourn if I died here."

At those words, Nemara couldn't bring himself to kill Marian.

For all his cold Dark Elf rationality, Nemara had already come too far.

He had grown accustomed to Marian.

So Marian ended up settling in the Black Forest and gave birth to Kirrin.

A small baby with skin as light as chocolate.

Weak-hearted, crying at the slightest provocation, too tender to even kill insects.

Slow and dull, unable to properly handle daggers or even master stealth.

At least she was intelligent, otherwise she would have been nothing but a useless burden.

Surely even now, she must be failing to properly speak to that Dian fellow, making a mess of things as usual.

What a fool.

As always, I'll have to step in if nothing is to be done.

Nemara slowly rose from his seat.

"Where are you going, brother?"

Morkan, who had somehow approached, asked.

Morkan.

Nemara's older brother.

He had fought a Carsal for the clan leadership position and lost.

However, he had cowardly fled, breaking the Dark Elf rule that a Carsal must end with one killing or being killed.

Nemara had thought he died miserably somewhere.

So this was Nisira's doing as well.

It was a mistake to let her live to maintain clan order.

I should have killed that woman and her children long ago.

Well, it works out anyway.

Today I'll kill that woman, those who side with her, and this coward standing before me.

Just as Nemara was about to draw his dagger, he felt a sharp sting on the nape of his neck.

When he reached up to touch it, he found several thin, long needles embedded in his neck.

This must be the work of others lying in ambush.

I failed to detect them because I was thinking about Marian...

"You're still up to your old tricks, Morkan."

"This isn't a Carsal, brother," Morkan said with a shrug and a smile.

"In a Carsal, I would fight fair and square, but not now."

"I don't recall you fighting fair during the Carsal either."

"That's why I'm not fighting fair now. Or did we ever really have such concepts to begin with?"

As soon as he finished speaking, several more poison needles flew toward Nemara.

He dodged them, but more came from another direction, and Nemara couldn't avoid them all.

Even with a Dark Elf's natural resistance to poison, taking so many poison needles in succession was problematic.

Feeling the numbness spreading from where the needles had struck, Nemara drew his dagger.

# # # # #

Jakrion and Sharian were in the same predicament.

They were isolated, under attack by Dark Elves who had suddenly appeared from nowhere.

"These bastards!"

Jakrion cursed after shattering a Dark Elf's ribs with his knuckle-clad fist.

"Sister! What the hell is going on with these people?!"

"Isn't it obvious? Nisira is making her move," Sharian replied while capturing Dark Elves' necks with her threads.

"Then Brother Drebron must be in a similar situation..."

Suddenly Jakrion shouted:

"Kirrin! Where is Kirrin?!"

"I don't know either. Let's deal with these ones first, then look for her."

"Damn it... I hope Kirrin is safe..."

Jakrion found it difficult to concentrate due to his worry for Kirrin.

Everyone knew that Nisira despised Kirrin.

In this chaotic situation, killing a half-breed without anyone knowing would be all too easy.

"Argh! Get out of my way, you bastards! I need to find Kirrin!"

However, it was too much for the two of them to handle so many Dark Elves.

"Ugh!"

Cut and stabbed in multiple places, Jakrion lost his initial momentum.

Sharian was also in a precarious situation as her threads became tangled while facing multiple opponents.

"Sister, I'll handle this somehow. Escape through the trees."

"If that were possible, I would have done it already."

The Dark Elves approached them as they were cornered.

"Don't take it too hard. You may have forgotten after being influenced by that human woman, but we Dark Elves are originally like—"

The Dark Elf stopped speaking.

His gaze was directed not at Jakrion and Sharian, but behind them.

Dian walked out from behind them.

"Ah, our human guest."

The Dark Elf who recognized Dian smiled.

"I apologize for this."

Dian continued walking.

"Quite noisy, isn't it? This is a family matter, so you needn't—"

As Dian passed by the Dark Elf, the Dark Elf's temple burst open.

Ch.197 - Kirrin's Black Forest (20)
The dark elf collapsed limply to the side, with his temple and part of his face completely shattered.

Thud—

Silence descended.

A human had suddenly appeared, merely brushing against the dark elf's shoulder, yet his head had burst open.

No one had seen exactly what happened.

But judging from the small amount of blood on Dian's right hand, he had clearly struck the head with his fist.

But how?

An incredible speed that even the dark elves' motion vision couldn't capture.

And to shatter a head with just a fist? A human?

Dark elves are a race with highly developed instincts and intuition.

Everyone realized that this human who appeared without warning was an extremely dangerous being.

But still, time favored the dark elves.

Inside the Black Forest on a moonless night.

It was pitch darkness, nearly invisible to human eyes.

He may have attacked a stationary target just now, but in a real fight, such luck wouldn't hold.

With this in mind, the dark elves moved quickly, attacking Dian from all directions.

But that was a miscalculation.

Suddenly, Dian vanished from sight, and simultaneously, one of the dark elves did a somersault in midair.

Dian crushed the dark elf's head under his foot as the elf fell to the ground back-first.

The dark elves were terrified as Dian appeared behind them without any warning.

"W-what the hell?!"

Something was strange.

Surely this human should be practically blind here.

How did he get behind them without anyone noticing?

But the dark elves weren't given time to think further.

Dian vanished again.

"Aaaaargh!!"

This time, an agonized scream erupted from another direction.

An unfortunate dark elf captured by Dian knelt, clutching his arm that hung limp with shattered bones.

"He's using stealth! He can use stealth too!"

At someone's shout, the red glow in the dark elves' eyes intensified.

The power of detection.

A racial trait unique to dark elves, specialized for identifying traps during infiltration, was activated.

Yet somehow, they couldn't see Dian, who should have been hiding somewhere.

It was only natural.

Dian wasn't using stealth to begin with.

He was blinking with explosive speed, moving so fast he was invisible for brief moments.

That's why the dark elves couldn't find him no matter how hard they looked.

"Shit! He's above us!!"

One dark elf shouted.

Dian was jumping down from a tall tree in the Black Forest.

With aura surrounding his body, he looked like a falling meteor with a burning tail.

When Dian landed, pouncing on one dark elf, a powerful shockwave spread, causing all the dark elves to lose balance and fall.

"Group up! Don't scatter! We need to stay together!"

Amid the wildly swirling leaves, the leader of the group desperately commanded.

"We can't face him individually! Form a defensive formation around me..."

The dark elf trailed off, feeling something indescribably eerie.

Not a single dark elf was responding to his orders.

Could it be...

As the fluttering leaves settled, the dark elf's jaw dropped.

The dark elves who had been alive just moments ago were scattered across the ground.

No way... In that short time... Total annihilation... How is this possible...

"Gak!"

Sharian's thread flew in and wrapped around the dark elf's neck.

Pulling the thread, Sharian rushed in like lightning, pushing the dark elf's back with her knee while yanking the thread with both hands.

"Guuuhhk..."

After the dark elf died, Sharian carelessly pushed him aside and looked at Dian.

"Thank you for your help. That was impressive."

"It was nothing."

"Kirrin!!!"

Jakrion ran over with foam at his mouth and grabbed Dian's collar.

"Where is Kirrin?!!!>!!?!?! Kirrin!:!>@!!!!"

"She's right there."

Dian pointed to where Kirrin was hiding behind a tree, only her head peeking out.

"Kirriiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiin!!!!!!!!"

Jakrion, forgetting all dignity, stumbled and staggered over to grab Kirrin's shoulders.

"You're safe!! Do you know how worried I was!! I feared that crazy Nisira might harm you..."

Suddenly, Jakrion realized he had revealed his true feelings too openly and stepped away from Kirrin.

"Ahem."

"It's okay. Dian protected me."

Kirrin smiled at Jakrion's behavior.

"By the way, what about Brother Drebron?"

"Gasp! My brother might be in danger too! Nisira's primary target is him!"

"Let's hurry!"

# # # # #

"Brother Drebron. What is this?"

Baltar spoke with a smile.

"To think that the primary candidate to lead our clan and secure our future would show such weakness."

"Baltar."

Drebron, bleeding and kneeling on one knee, replied.

"Look behind you."

Behind Baltar lay the interim results of a fierce battle.

All were corpses, each crushed or blown apart in some way, victims of Drebron's iron triangular staff.

Nevertheless, many dark elves still remained.

Children of the wives Nisira had spent years recruiting.

Just yesterday, they had been conversing normally with Drebron.

Drebron felt it—this was the limit of the dark elf race.

A shadowy race that couldn't trust each other, always thinking about backstabbing.

They couldn't even consider normal succession planning, relying instead on primitive customs like the Carsal.

They could only achieve things through bloodshed and killing, with no room for dialogue in the process.

It's the deceived who are at fault, not the deceiver, and they point cold daggers even at those of mixed blood.

No wonder that in their long racial history, not a single clan had ever ventured beyond the Black Forest.

People who would stab even family members in the back. Who in this world would trust pointy-eared shadows?

Maman believed that even dark elves could change.

But look, Maman. Except for your children, no one has changed.

When Father became neglectful of the clan while longing for you, they started shedding blood among themselves, as if they had been waiting for this.

"What are you thinking? Have you already given up?"

Baltar looked down at the contemplative Drebron with mockery.

"Unfortunately, it seems you're not qualified to lead our clan."

"We'll see about that."

Drebron rose, using his triangular staff as a cane.

Once this is over, I'll have to eliminate Nisira and all her sympathizers.

This can't be forgiven, especially since it wasn't through a formal Carsal, or the clan's hierarchy would collapse.

After killing them all, there won't be many members left, but it can't be helped.

I hope my other siblings are safe.

"Are you getting up?"

Baltar twirled his dagger with a smile.

"Are you really alright?"

"Do you want me to stay down? Too exhausted to fight more?"

"Not at all. I'm just concerned about you. Your complexion doesn't look good. You've turned as pale as a Great Forest elf."

Though he couldn't see his own face, Drebron knew Baltar wasn't exaggerating.

He had lost a lot of blood from deep cuts to his thigh and other areas.

His extremities were growing cold, and he kept experiencing dizziness and whiteouts.

Even if he somehow managed to kill Baltar, the remaining traitors would be a problem.

"Let's not drag this out, Brother."

Baltar said, looking at Drebron.

"I'll send you off painlessly, as if you're falling asleep."

Baltar looked back.

"Bring the poison needle."

But no one answered.

There were no followers, only a man holding a small bundle.

Judging by his appearance, he wasn't a dark elf but seemed human.

Why would a human be here in the Black Forest?

Perhaps he was captured for a request?

Like that human woman they used to call Maman.

If that's the case, I can ignore him.

But where did everyone go?

"Bring the poison needle! Where are you all!"

"That would be difficult."

The man threw the bundle in his hand forward.

"Because of this."

What rolled to Baltar's feet was a severed dark elf head.

Immediately, Baltar threw himself to dodge the man's attack.

But the man was faster.

He grabbed Baltar's ankle as he jumped and slammed him to the ground.

"Argh!"

Baltar tried to free his ankle, but the man's grip was too strong to move at all.

A human with such strength?!

"Baltar."

Drebron, who had somehow staggered over, raised his triangular staff.

If I can't dodge, I'll die!

"W-wait! Brother! Listen to me! This is all my mother's doing!"

Baltar shouted, waving both hands.

"Mother told me to guide Morkan here! It was all his idea to attack you!"

"Morkan came here?"

When Drebron hesitated, Baltar inwardly rejoiced.

"Yes! He's probably gone to Father by now! I'll lead the way..."

The triangular staff shattered Baltar's head.

"Brother!" "Brother!"

Sharian, Jakrion, and Kirrin rushed to support the staggering Drebron.

"I'm glad you're all safe... Thank you, Professor Dian."

"It's nothing. But are you alright? You're badly injured all over."

Drebron's black clothes were already soaked with blood, and his face was pale.

But instead of collapsing, Drebron stood up with his siblings' support.

"I'm fine. Even if I'm not... I must move. Father..."

"Brother!"

Drebron fell to his knees, unable to continue.

"Morkan... Morkan has come..."

"Gasp!"

Both Sharian and Jakrion drew in sharp breaths at the name.

"Professor Dian... I'm sorry, but I have a favor to ask... My siblings are no match for Morkan. And I, in my current state..."

"Don't explain further. I understand what you're asking."

Dian waved his hand.

"I'll go to Mr. Nemara. You stay here and get treatment. If you move any more in that condition, you'll die."

"Thank you so much... This debt..."

"You can repay it later. I'm in a hurry today."

With those words, Dian rushed toward Nemara's residence.
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"Grrrk..."

The dark elf, deeply stabbed in the throat by Nemara's dagger, rolled his eyes back as foam bubbled from his mouth.

When the dagger was twisted and pulled out, blood erupted like a fountain as the dark elf fell backward.

Nemara, not bothering to avoid the blood and letting it splatter all over him, turned his head with gleaming eyes.

In the darkness, Nemara's ruby-red eyes shone as clearly as embers.

The dark elves who met Nemara's gaze hesitated and backed away.

Already, the area around Nemara was littered with dark elves who had foolishly charged in only to meet their end.

Even poisoned, he was still the clan leader.

A dark elf who had survived countless Carsals and led the clan until now wouldn't fall easily.

But he couldn't drag this out much longer.

The poison from the needles that had struck him was gradually paralyzing his body.

Dark elves had some innate resistance to poison, making death by toxin extremely unlikely.

However, if his body became paralyzed and his head was cut off, death would be certain.

He had been thinking too deeply about Marian.

Normally, he would have noticed the presence much earlier, but he had been caught off guard.

Nemara knew it himself.

Lately, Nemara had been seeing visions of Marian frequently.

Of course, he had occasionally seen them since Marian's death, but not to the point where he couldn't distinguish them from reality.

It was part of that unfamiliar emotion called "longing" for dark elves.

But for the past few years, he had repeatedly experienced vivid hallucinations that made him feel as if Marian had truly returned.

These visions were so lifelike that on days when he saw them, he would suffer aftereffects for days, becoming unable to properly handle clan affairs.

Because of this, Drebron, the candidate for the next clan leader, had recently taken over most responsibilities.

In this state, it wasn't surprising that he had fallen victim to Morkan's scheme.

"You seem to be struggling more and more, little brother," said Morkan, watching Nemara shake blood from his dagger.

"Even someone like you can't overcome a direct poisoning."

"Do you think you can become the leader without going through the Carsal?" Nemara replied in a low voice.

"Many children who followed Nisira have already died. Even if you defeat me and become the leader, you won't gain much."

"Why do you think that?" Morkan smiled.

"I'll have Nisira, won't I?"

As Morkan spread his arms, Nisira appeared from somewhere and embraced him.

Nemara stared blankly at the sight.

"Nisira was originally meant to be my wife. But you took her away."

"It's natural for the clan leader to take any woman he wants."

"But Nisira was already my wife before you became the leader."

At Morkan's words, Nemara turned to look at Nisira.

"Nemara. Baltar is not your son," Nisira said with a vile smile.

"He's the child of Morkan and me. You never knew."

"I see. So that's why you so strongly pushed for Baltar to be the next leader candidate."

You planned to make Baltar a stable successor, kill me, and then place Morkan in the leadership position.

Since you weren't going to go through the Carsal anyway, you sought agreement from the other wives in advance.

The other wives had long been dissatisfied with me taking a human woman as my wife.

They saw me as unworthy of being clan leader for defiling the pure bloodline of dark elves.

That's just how our kind is.

Suddenly, Nemara recalled Marian's words.

That regardless of what others did, we should trust and cherish each other.

That we should remain on the same side no matter what, even if the world collapsed around us.

But Marian, that's impossible for dark elves.

Born as dark elves, we can only live by stabbing each other in the back and bathing in blood.

Nemara gripped his dagger and straightened his body.

Though his body was gradually becoming paralyzed, he felt he could still take a few more down with him.

If I can reduce their numbers as much as possible here, Drebron will handle the rest.

But I must kill Morkan.

Drebron isn't yet capable of facing Morkan.

As he gripped his dagger and staggered forward, Nisira sneered.

"You look pathetic, Nemara. Didn't I tell you? That human woman would destroy your mind."

When Marian's name came from Nisira's lips, sparks flew from Nemara's eyes.

"You ignored my words then, and now you're paying the price."

"Is that so."

"Since this is the end anyway, shall I tell you a secret?"

Nisira smiled.

"I killed that human woman. Poisoned her."

Nemara staggered momentarily and fell to one knee as if collapsing.

"Ha. You seem quite shocked. You really didn't know?"

Nisira said, wrapping her arms around Morkan's waist.

"It doesn't make sense for a woman who was always meddling and interfering to suddenly waste away, does it? The Black Forest was full of women who hated her. Did you really think she died naturally?"

Now Nemara was on all fours, hands pressed to the ground.

"Nemara, Nemara," Nisira called in a consoling tone.

"Do you think I'm the villain here? But you're the truly bad one. You knew Morkan and I were in love."

Nemara remained silent, his head bowed.

"Knowing that, you didn't send me away from the clan but took me as your wife. You're truly a bad person, Nemara."

"Do dark elves... even love..." Nemara asked quietly.

"What?"

After looking at Nemara for a moment, Nisira burst into laughter.

"Is there a law saying we can't love?"

"Well... there isn't," Nemara said.

"Then I should let you be with the one you love."

As soon as he finished speaking, Nemara yanked hard on the wire he had been gripping on the ground.

The taut wire pulled tight, causing the leaves beneath Nisira's feet to explode upward.

"Kyaaaah!!"

A blade that shot up from the ground sliced Nisira's left leg precisely in half from heel to thigh.

Nemara had pretended to collapse in despair to find the trigger hidden in the ground.

Two blades had sprung up, but Morkan had pushed Nisira away and avoided harm himself.

Gushing blood like a waterfall, Nisira looked at Morkan with pale eyes.

She seemed more shocked that Morkan had thrown her aside and saved only himself than by Nemara's deception or her potentially fatal wound.

"To think you had such a trap hidden in front of your quarters."

Regardless, Morkan admired the blood-stained blade.

"Morkan..." Nisira groaned as she lay fallen, but Morkan didn't even glance her way.

"That was your last struggle, Nemara. Let's end this now."

Morkan walked steadily toward Nemara, who had used his remaining strength to activate the trap.

Is this the end?

I wanted to take that bastard down with me at the last moment, but my body won't listen.

Straining his increasingly blurry eyes to glare at Morkan, Nemara suddenly saw something.

It was Marian.

Marian was shouting something and running toward him.

"It's... dangerous here..." Nemara stammered.

"Don't come... you'll die..."

But his voice was too weak to be heard, and Marian kept approaching.

No. I can't lose Marian twice.

"Father!"

Then Marian's cry came clearly to his ears.

Only then did Nemara realize.

That wasn't Marian.

It was Kirrin, who looked exactly like her mother.

Of all times, Kirrin was here...!

Nemara desperately tried to wave his arm, signaling her not to come.

Don't come. You mustn't.

I promised Marian.

I promised to let you live happily.

If you come here now, I can't keep that promise!

Somehow, I must save Kirrin... only Kirrin...

That's the only way I can keep my promise to Marian...

I was too complacent.

I should have killed Nisira as Drebron advised.

I should have cut her off before she could recruit the other wives.

Because of the frequent visions of Marian clouding my judgment lately, I failed to be wary of Nisira's suspicious behavior and couldn't properly respond to Morkan's surprise attack.

Morkan turned around at Kirrin's shout.

"What's that? The half-breed?"

Morkan gripped his dagger.

"How impure. A mongrel with human blood in the Black Forest."

Realizing Morkan intended to kill Kirrin, Nemara threw himself forward.

But with his limbs already paralyzed, Nemara merely collapsed to the ground.

Yet Nemara didn't give up. He pressed his face to the earth.

Then, finding a wire hidden in the ground, he bit down on it and pulled with all his might.

A net sprang from beneath Kirrin's feet, lifting her upward.

Morkan's thrown dagger narrowly missed the net.

"This bastard, until the very end..."

Morkan turned back to Nemara in anger.

Meanwhile, Nemara, bleeding profusely, grinned.

"Kirrin is absolutely off-limits..."
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"I was trying to send you off without pain."

Morkan drew a new dagger and gritted his teeth.

"You're being quite troublesome."

"Morkan... I think I'm dying..."

Nisira groaned as she lay collapsed on the other side.

"Please save me... quickly... you can kill him later..."

But Morkan didn't even glance in Nisira's direction.

"Die, Nemara."

Morkan's dagger thrust toward Nemara's neck.

-----

"Lord Nemara..."

Nemara slowly turned his head.

Marian, with a pale complexion, was lying in bed looking at him.

Her breathing was irregular and the dark circles under her eyes showed she was in very poor condition.

"Do you have something to say?"

"Don't force... the life of an assassin on Kirrin..."

Marian gave a weak smile.

"Just because she has dark skin and long ears... doesn't mean everyone must be the same..."

Nemara thought this was nonsense.

If one is born a Dark Elf, one must grow up as a Dark Elf.

He was about to refute this but chose silence instead.

He had a strong feeling that he shouldn't interrupt Marian's words.

It was an ominous premonition that if he interrupted now, he would never hear her speak again.

So Nemara listened attentively without saying anything.

"Kirrin is mixed-blood... It's difficult for her to live among humans because of her appearance... and with a heart like mine... she doesn't fit in the Black Forest either... Kirrin has... her own life..."

Her own life...

"Yes... so... let her do what... she wants to do... and live happily..."

"I see."

"I've already asked... the other children too... please... Kirrin..."

I don't quite understand.

What is the life of a mixed-blood Dark Elf?

What does Kirrin want to do, and what would a happy life be for her?

Curious, Nemara tried to ask Marian about it.

But he couldn't get an answer from her.

Because those became her last words.

The funeral was held modestly.

After cremation, her ashes were scattered in the flower garden she frequently visited.

It might seem strange by human standards, but Marian's children thought this was right.

Now the flower garden had become Maman herself.

While Drebron scattered the ashes, Kirrin sobbed quietly in the arms of Sharian and Jakrion.

Nemara stood behind with his arms crossed, then left in the middle of the ceremony.

There was no time to indulge in unnecessary sentimentality.

War had broken out, and the clan would be deployed as a special unit of the Demon King's army.

He had to prepare for this.

-----

Even during the war, Nemara didn't forget Marian's last wish.

That wish to let Kirrin live happily.

According to intelligence gathered from various sources, the Human Alliance had special operatives working in secret.

Though not officially acknowledged due to concerns about morale, several commanders of the Demon King's army had already been assassinated.

Nemara judged that the future prospects for the Demon King's army were extremely unfavorable.

If the Demon King's army were defeated, the clan would be annihilated, and he would be unable to keep his promise to Marian.

Nemara decided to betray the Demon King.

The most skilled members of each clan were summoned to assassinate the Emperor.

In the middle of the night, while crossing the castle walls to infiltrate the main fortress, Nemara killed all the other Dark Elves.

This was all for Kirrin's happiness.

The Emperor survived, and the failure of the operation caused major disruptions to the Demon King's strategy.

As Nemara had predicted, the war ended with the Human Alliance's victory after the Demon King was assassinated.

While Dark Elf clans that had joined the Demon King's army were killed or scattered to avoid subjugation, the Nemara clan was pardoned for saving the Emperor's life.

"Your Majesty, I have a request."

In a private audience with the Emperor, Nemara made his plea.

"I have a mixed-blood daughter. She's quite slow and dull, making it difficult to train her as an assassin. However, she seems rather intelligent, so I thought of sending her to the Academy. Keeping her around only frustrates those who have to deal with her."

With the Emperor's letter of recommendation, Kirrin became the first Dark Elf in history to enter the Academy.

This was all for Kirrin's happiness.

When Nemara heard that Kirrin had graduated at the top of her class, he was pleased but didn't show it.

Instead, he visited the Emperor again.

"Your Majesty, might there be a place where my daughter could earn a living? I'm not generous enough to keep supporting a grown child who is of no help to the clan."

And so Kirrin became the Principal of the Imperial Special Mission Academy.

The intention was to have her settle in a human city.

He never even considered the clan's advancement into the city.

This should be enough for Kirrin.

She would live using her talents in a position of social standing.

And if she happened to meet a decent man and get married, that would be perfect.

This was all for Kirrin's happiness.

But Nemara didn't know.

That what he did hoping for Kirrin's happiness, trying to fulfill Marian's last wish, was actually making Kirrin miserable.

Throughout the process, Nemara made decisions unilaterally and never once asked Kirrin what she wanted.

Kirrin had no idea about Nemara's true intentions and believed he was using her strictly as a tool for the clan's social advancement.

That's why, despite suffering in her position as Principal, she endured it out of fear of her father and not wanting to disappoint him.

Mistakes and misunderstandings arose from a Dark Elf's ignorance about communication—something natural for Nemara as a Dark Elf.

This extended to the recent kidnapping of Dian.

When Nemara heard from Sharian why Kirrin had suddenly returned to the Black Forest, he immediately arranged for Dian's abduction.

If he captured Dian and arranged a marriage, Kirrin would be happy.

But everything fell apart.

Nisira and Morkan made their move precisely when Kirrin was in the Black Forest.

He managed to avoid Morkan's attack using a trap, but couldn't guarantee what would happen next.

Drebron needed to come quickly—where the hell was that boy and what was he doing?

Was he cornered like me?

Damn it, Marian...

I've failed to keep my promise.

It seems everything I did to make Kirrin happy was misguided.

I thought I was doing my best, but it wasn't what Kirrin wanted.

If only I had asked Kirrin just once.

What she really wanted, what she wished to do, how I could help her.

If I had taken just a little time to ask, would things have been different?

I don't know. Now I'll never be able to talk with Kirrin again.

I'm going to die here.

Humans believe that when they die, they go to another world where they can meet those who have already passed.

If I die, will I be able to meet you?

If so, it's not such a bad death.

Splash!

Hot liquid sprayed across Nemara's face.

Morkan's dagger was stuck in the ground right in front of Nemara.

A severed hand still gripped the handle.

Looking up, he saw Morkan's wrist had been cut off and was gushing blood.

What just happened?

Even Morkan himself seemed confused, staring at his wrist with a bewildered expression.

And then a moment later.

"Aaaaargh!!"

Morkan screamed, clutching his wrist.

"My hand! My hand!!!!! Aaaaargh!!"

Simultaneously, curses and screams could be heard.

Drebron, Jakrion, and Sharian had burst in and begun fighting with the Dark Elves.

As he watched, someone suddenly put a finger under Nemara's nose.

"Fortunately, he's still breathing."

It was Dian.

"Professor Dian...?"

"Stay lying down. I'll take care of the rest."

"Be careful... that guy has poison darts..."

Nemara stopped speaking when he saw several poison darts stuck in Dian's neck.

What more was there to say?

This human was a friend of Sir Linus, the Hero of the Continent, and a member of the Demon King Assassination Task Force.

He had toyed with Drebron, Jakrion, and Sharian alone and had infiltrated right up to the edge of the Black Forest by himself.

Fortunately, he was still in the Black Forest.

"Professor Dian... I have something to say..."

Nemara spoke with difficulty to Dian, who was just getting up.

"What is it?"

"Kirrin... Kirrin..."

His tongue wouldn't move anymore.

He had been hit with too many poison darts.

Although it wasn't deadly poison but paralyzing poison, once it exceeded a certain amount, it would paralyze the heart.

It seems... I'm really going to die.

Since it's come to this, I'll die.

With Professor Dian here, Kirrin will be safe, and with Drebron alive, the clan won't collapse.

My role is finished.

I'm coming now, Marian.

I want to be with you completely, honest about my feelings, without worrying about what other Dark Elves think.

Marian appeared before Nemara.

"Lord Nemara."

Marian called Nemara's name affectionately with a smile.

"Marian..."

Nemara spoke with a trembling voice upon seeing Marian's smile.

"I saved Kirrin... but I couldn't keep my promise..."

"It's alright, Lord Nemara. You did your best."

"But Kirrin suffered because of me... I failed."

"That's not true. Just be honest with Kirrin."

Marian gently caressed Nemara's cheek.

"I've always told you. Open your heart and talk. That's the problem with you Dark Elves."

At Marian's playful smile, Nemara clenched his teeth, feeling like he might burst into tears.

"Be brave, Lord Nemara. Sincere conversation—once you try it, it's really nothing."

"It's too late, Marian... I'm dead and will never speak with Kirrin again."

"What are you saying? Dead? Can't you hear anything right now?"

"Hear...?"

Confused, Nemara concentrated on his hearing and soon could hear something.

Father, you can't die...

It's been four days and he still hasn't woken up...

He was hit with too much paralyzing poison. Even the antidote isn't working properly...

Should we throw him in cold water and pull him out? Or maybe if we had something like a branding iron, burning him might wake him right up?

Stop saying crazy things, Professor!!

The voices of Kirrin, Drebron, Jakrion, and Sharian.

The voices of Marian and Nemara's children.

Ignoring that strange voice mixed in.

"It's time to go back, Lord Nemara. The children are worried."

Marian gave Nemara a gentle push.

"Marian..."

For some reason, Nemara had a feeling that if they parted now, he would never see Marian again.

So instead of retreating, he moved closer to Marian.

"There's no point in going back. I'll just stay here."

"If you stay here, won't Kirrin be very sad?"

When Nemara flinched, Marian smiled.

"So go back, and when the time comes, return to me. Hurry. When have you ever regretted listening to me?"

"Then!"

Nemara asked urgently.

"Then, will you wait for me until then?"

"Of course. I'll wait until you return. So live out your natural life without worry."

"I see..."

"Goodbye, Lord Nemara. Live a long, healthy, and happy life. I'll be watching over you."

Nemara hesitantly turned around.

After walking a few steps, he turned back and asked.

"Will you really... really wait here? Can I meet you like this when I return later?"

"Of course. Don't you trust me?"

"No... I trust you."

Nemara turned around again with a faint smile.

"Be brave, Lord Nemara! Be happy! Let's meet again later with no regrets!"

Marian called out from behind him.

Yes. I understand. I'll be brave.

Thank you, Marian.

Let's meet again... someday.

Nemara opened his eyes.

The first thing he saw was Kirrin, shedding tears.
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After dealing with Drebron.

I was heading toward Nemara's quarters when Kirrin chased after me.

"Principal. Don't go."

She waved her hands, trying to stop me.

"It's dangerous. Go stay with the others."

"I still need to go. Dad might be in danger."

"Some guy called Mohican or Morkan or whatever came. You could die if you get involved."

But Kirrin was immovable. She actually increased her pace and ran alongside me.

Suddenly, I became curious.

Doesn't Kirrin hate Nemara?

He raised her in an oppressive manner and forced her to live a life completely against her will.

If it were me, I'd hate him enough to want to kill him, so why is Kirrin rushing into danger saying she wants to save her father?

"Principal. Don't you hate your father?"

"I do hate him. But not completely," Kirrin answered.

"Dad was cold to me and very disappointed that I had no talent as an assassin."

Kirrin shook her head.

"But that's because Dad is a Dark Elf. And for a Dark Elf, he showed me a lot of affection. If there had been no affection, I would have died by his hand long ago."

I've heard this somewhere before.

The reason all Dark Elves are excellent assassins is partly due to their racial characteristics, but also because children who don't show promise at a young age die at the hands of their leader.

Only children with talent for growing into assassins survive to adulthood, which naturally allows Dark Elves to become professional assassination groups.

Come to think of it, Kirrin surviving to adulthood wasn't normal for Dark Elves.

Really, the communication problems among Dark Elves are absolutely maddening.

When we arrived at Nemara's quarters, the situation was unfolding in a peculiar way.

Countless bodies, presumably taken down by Nemara, were scattered around, yet many Dark Elves still surrounded his quarters.

In the clearing in front of Nemara's residence, two terrifyingly sharp blades jutted from the ground, and beside them lay a female Dark Elf dying with her legs split in half.

In the center was Nemara, collapsed forward, and another Dark Elf standing in front of him. Is that Morkan?

The Dark Elf presumed to be Morkan had drawn a dagger and was bending down, seemingly about to slit Nemara's throat.

Seeing this, Kirrin shouted and ran forward.

"No! Dad!!"

Hearing her voice, Morkan turned and threw his dagger.

Just as I was rushing to block the dagger, suddenly a net sprang from beneath Kirrin's feet and pulled her upward.

A trap out of nowhere?

Now I noticed that the collapsed Nemara had something like a wire in his mouth.

Did he activate the trap to save Kirrin?

Ha, imagine that. Witnessing a melodrama in the Black Forest.

Morkan, enraged at missing Kirrin, tried to kill Nemara, but I quickly intervened and stopped him.

I cut off his wrist, causing Morkan to howl in pain, and during that time, Drebron, Jakrion, and Sharian burst in and began attacking the other Dark Elves.

Looking down at Nemara, I saw his eyes were closed, making me wonder if he was already dead, so I placed my finger near his nose.

Fortunately, I could feel his breath, so he wasn't dead yet.

But why was he so weak?

Upon carefully examining Nemara's body, I soon discovered dozens of poison needles embedded in him.

This doesn't look good at all.

Even for a Dark Elf, taking this many hits could cause cardiac arrest.

I need to finish up here quickly and get him treatment.

"Professor Dian... I have something to say..."

Just as I was about to get up, Nemara spoke with difficulty.

"What is it?"

"Kirrin... Kirrin..."

But Nemara couldn't continue and dropped his head.

Kirrin...

# # # # #

Morkan's ambush was completely suppressed before the next morning.

After the Drebron brothers conducted various interrogations, we learned the whole story.

Nisira, the number one wife in the clan hierarchy, had been in love with Morkan, Nemara's older brother.

In the Carsal contest for the clan leader position, Morkan fled, and Nemara became the leader. Following Dark Elf law, Nisira became Nemara's wife.

However, even afterward, Nisira secretly continued her relationship with Morkan and bore a son named Baltar.

Meanwhile, Nemara brought a human woman from somewhere and made her his wife, which displeased Nisira.

She was already unhappy about being separated from Morkan, and now he takes another race as a wife? And even has a mixed-blood child?

Learning that other wives were also gossiping about this, Nisira began secretly recruiting them.

The plan was to remove Nemara, who was "tainting" their pure bloodline, and establish a new leader.

That's what led to today's events.

But Nisira died miserably.

To avoid the blades springing from the ground, Morkan used Nisira as a stepping stone to escape, leaving her unable to dodge the fatal attack.

It was a mortal wound that split her from foot to thigh, and she died on the spot from excessive bleeding.

Morkan probably never loved Nisira in the first place. He just used her as a tool to become clan leader through dishonest means.

The remaining wives and children who had sided with Nisira were all killed by the Drebron siblings.

Apparently, in such cases, killing them is the natural course of action. I wouldn't know about that.

A day passed, and Nemara still hadn't woken up.

He had taken too many poison needles.

It seems Morkan, perhaps wary of a direct confrontation, deliberately shot numerous poison needles.

Fortunately, his heart was still beating and he was breathing, albeit weakly, so it was too early to give up.

"Dad... please open your eyes..."

Kirrin stayed by Nemara's side without eating or drinking.

If Sharian hadn't forcibly opened her mouth to feed her, she would have collapsed beside her father.

"She finally fell asleep."

Sharian said as she came out of Nemara's quarters.

"Such a stubborn child."

"It can't be helped. It's a parent-child relationship."

Just then, Drebron and Jakrion walked over from the other side.

In their hands were containers filled with some steaming liquid.

It was probably medicine made from herbs the Dark Elves had gathered from various places.

Watching them prepare it, they put in tremendous effort, much like brewing traditional medicine.

The problem was that this was already the third or fourth attempt.

The previous medicines had no effect whatsoever.

Is it really okay to keep feeding him these? Won't it damage his liver?

"This time, let's pour the whole container in, Jakrion."

"Yes, brother. No matter how strong the paralytic poison is, quantity will overcome it."

These crazy Dark Elves!

"Hold on a moment!"

I stopped the two just as they were about to enter the quarters.

"If you pour all that in, he'll choke to death. And suddenly giving such a large amount could have side effects."

I pointed at the medicine emitting a strange smell.

"The herbs in there haven't even been properly verified."

"No, Professor Dian. According to our clan's traditional experience and..."

"That means it's just something that happened to work by luck after trying various things. Like pufferfish poison. Instead, let's do it my way."

"Hmm..."

Drebron and Jakrion exchanged troubled glances.

"Let's first try on our own, and if that doesn't work..."

"It's already been two days with no progress. If you keep recklessly pouring things in, he might actually die."

"Well... but bringing such a person into the Black Forest..."

"I came here too, so what's the problem with bringing someone else? Let's hurry and call them. It would be troublesome if Nemara dies."

"That's true, but..."

Drebron looked at Jakrion, who quickly averted his gaze.

With Jakrion avoiding the decision, he turned to Sharian, who simply shrugged.

"You decide, brother. You're practically the leader now."

"That's right..."

After setting down the container of medicine and crossing his arms in contemplation, Drebron finally spoke heavily.

"We'll do as you suggest, Professor."

"Good. I'll bring them here."

# # # # #

"Sigh..."

A long sigh escaped Rormane's lips as she gazed out the window.

Rormane had just returned from the Order's grand council meeting.

The headache-inducing problems piling up in the Order were enough to split her head.

There were countless issues to resolve not just in the Empire but across the continent.

Although the main temple was located in the Empire, the Order's influence wasn't limited to it.

As the religion believed by most people on the continent, it transcended borders and races, resulting in an endless barrage of impossible and absurd tasks.

If possible, she would quit her position as Secretary General and flee immediately.

But priests cannot leave the Order on their own will.

If that were possible, more than half of the main temple would have deserted by now.

Even the central government officials of the Imperial Castle, famous for their heavy workload, often stick out their tongues at the amount of work when dispatched to the main temple.

This week had been particularly busy, and Rormane's lack of sleep sometimes made her see things.

Like now, seeing Dian entering through the main gate of the temple.

There's no reason for Lord Dian to come to the main temple at this hour.

"Hey, Rormane!"

Dian, climbing the long stairs of the temple, looked up and waved at Rormane.

Huh, what...? It wasn't a hallucination?

Ch.201 - Kirrin's Black Forest (24)
Rormane rubbed her eyes and looked again.

"Rormane!"

Dian waved his hand.

It was definitely Dian.

Dian at the Grand Temple at this hour? Is there something urgent?

"Lord Dian?"

"Ah, Rormane. Are you doing well?"

Dian greeted her with a smile, beads of sweat forming on his forehead.

"Welcome, Lord Dian. Would you like a cold drink?"

"That would be nice. It's terribly hot today."

The season was summer—the peak of summer when the heat was at its most extreme.

In the Secretary General's office, Dian sipped his drink and wiped his forehead with a handkerchief.

"Hot. It's just too hot."

"Well, it is summer. But... what brings you here?"

"I need you to save someone."

Rormane tilted her head at his abrupt statement.

Save someone?

"Could you explain more specifically?"

Dian explained the situation to Rormane from beginning to end.

There had been a large-scale battle in Principal Kirrin's Black Forest where many had died, and Kirrin's father was in critical condition.

He had been hit with some kind of paralyzing or neurotoxic poison and his heartbeat was slowing down. He wasn't expected to last the day.

"Principal Kirrin's father... you don't mean Nemara, do you?"

"That's right. That Nemara."

The leader of the only Dark Elf group currently trading with the Empire.

Nemara, known as the Emperor's Dagger, one of the reasons the 2nd Princess couldn't touch the Emperor carelessly.

Was this Dark Elf, who held such an important position in imperial politics, really on the verge of death?

"Does anyone else know about this?"

"Not yet. You're the first."

"I see..."

"I have no one else to ask but you. Priestess Maya wouldn't be able to handle Nemara."

Treating poison with holy power was a simple matter.

But Nemara's life or death was not a simple matter.

Whether he lived or died could cause the power structure of the Imperial Castle to shift dramatically.

That's why Lord Dian was saying Priestess Maya couldn't handle this.

Only Rormane, the Secretary General who ranked third in the Order and was a former member of the Demon King Assassination Task Force, could step in.

Only then could any potential butterfly effects be managed.

"Alright, Lord Dian. Let's go."

# # # # #

This was Rormane's first time entering the Black Forest.

The soil, the trees—everything was pitch black.

Despite the blazing summer sun overhead, it was as dark and cold as midnight here.

The smell of blood from last night's battle was so thick it was difficult to breathe.

Rormane surrounded herself with holy power, illuminating the surroundings like a shining sun.

That's a bit better.

Following Dian, they eventually came upon some Dark Elves standing ahead.

There was a very large man, another with a relatively slender build, and a sturdy-looking female Dark Elf.

"These are Principal Kirrin's siblings. Mr. Drebron, this is the Secretary General of the Order."

"Greetings, Secretary General."

Drebron and his siblings bowed their heads to Rormane.

They already knew who Rormane was.

It would be harder to find someone in the Empire who didn't know her.

"Let's see the patient first."

Upon entering the dwelling, the first thing she saw was Kirrin nodding off in a chair.

Her complexion was pale, as if she had been up all night.

A Dark Elf lay on the bed beside her.

It was Nemara.

Rormane had seen Nemara once at the Imperial Castle a few years ago.

Back then, he had been very robust for his age, with an overflowing charisma.

But now his black skin had turned grayish, and he was taking shallow, labored breaths as if he might die at any moment.

These were typical symptoms of paralytic poison. Holy healing would be sufficient for recovery.

However, instead of beginning treatment immediately, Rormane thought to herself.

Nemara had fought on the side of the Demon King's army, the enemy of the continent, and killed countless people.

Should I, as a cleric, save someone like him?

But soon Rormane shook her head.

If we're counting people killed, we're not much better ourselves.

If the Demon King's army had won instead of the Human Alliance, we wouldn't be heroes but unforgivable war criminals.

As Rormane stood by the bed, Kirrin woke up at the presence.

"Ah...? Secretary General...?"

"I'm here to treat your father. Just wait a moment."

Rormane's hand, glowing with holy power, touched Nemara's forehead.

His barely audible breathing grew stronger.

"Hmm...."

Nemara took a deep breath, filling his chest, then slowly opened his eyes.

"He's opened his eyes...!"

Drebron exclaimed breathlessly.

Nemara's eyes moved around, examining the faces of everyone gathered.

Finally, his gaze stopped on Kirrin.

"Dad...."

"Kirrin."

After briefly calling her name, Nemara said nothing more.

"Seeing you alive like this, it seems things worked out well."

"We eliminated all the traitors, including Morkan and Nisira," reported Drebron, who was standing behind.

"Professor Dian's help was crucial. If not for him, none of us would have survived."

"Is that so? Thank you, Professor Dian."

"You can repay the favor soon enough."

Dian joked, but Nemara didn't even smile.

"Mr. Nemara is awake thanks to the Secretary General here. You should thank her."

Nemara looked at Rormane and moved his head slightly.

"Thank you for saving me. I thought I was going to die when my dead wife appeared."

"You met Mother?!" Jakrion cut in, startled.

"What did she say? Did she ask if I was doing well?!"

"She told me to come back later."

Nemara answered indifferently.

"Said it wasn't my time to die yet."

"Oh, I see."

Jakrion looked disappointed and somewhat dejected.

"I'm rather tired. Everyone, please come back later. I need to sleep more."

At Nemara's words, everyone started to leave, but Nemara spoke from behind.

"Kirrin. You stay."

Kirrin, who had been half-rising, sat back down in the chair.

Tension was evident on her face.

Nemara silently stared at Kirrin.

Intimidated by his gaze, Kirrin lowered her eyes slightly, and Nemara spoke.

"Kirrin."

"Yes, Dad."

"Shouldn't you be returning to the Academy now?"

"Yes... the break is over..."

Kirrin had clearly expected some kind of reprimand.

Her father hadn't been pleased about her coming to the Black Forest in the first place.

And now she was still here when she should have returned to the Academy.

"Kirrin."

When Nemara called her name again, Kirrin hunched her shoulders.

"I-I'm sorry... I'll pack my things and go to the Academy right away..."

"How is... being Principal?"

"Huh...?"

Surprised by the unexpected question, Kirrin stared at Nemara with her mouth half-open.

Her father had never once asked about her work at the Academy.

Not just about the Academy—he had never asked Kirrin any questions at all.

Everything had always been decided and ordered by her father.

And now he was suddenly asking about her work as Principal.

Had she misheard?

"Is the work difficult?"

"Um... well..."

As Nemara continued with another question, Kirrin realized she hadn't misheard.

Her father was asking her such questions... she was confused, not knowing how to respond.

"It's... it's fine, I guess..."

"I see."

The conversation stopped there.

Kirrin and Nemara had never talked this long before, so there was awkwardness between them.

"Kirrin."

Nemara called to her.

"Yes, Dad."

"If."

Nemara closed his mouth for a moment and stared at the ceiling.

"If."

After a long pause, Nemara spoke again.

"If being Principal is too difficult for you... you can quit."

"Huh...?"

Kirrin blinked.

"What do you mean?"

"I'm saying if the Principal job is too hard, you can quit."

Kirrin silently looked at Nemara.

Without meeting her eyes, Nemara continued to look at the ceiling as he spoke.

"You can return to the Black Forest, or do something else you want to do. There's no need to suffer while keeping that position."

"But if I leave that place..."

Kirrin said.

"Our clan won't be able to go into the city anymore."

"I never intended to go out from the beginning. Dark Elves should live in the Black Forest."

"But..."

"I sent you to the Academy because you had no talent as an assassin. No, because you had talent in that direction."

For the first time ever, Nemara used a positive expression toward Kirrin.

"I made a promise to your mother. That I would let you live happily."

Nemara paused briefly before continuing.

"So I betrayed the Demon King, sent you to the Academy, and asked the Emperor to make you Principal."

"But... what does that have to do with my happiness...?"

"I believed it was related. At least, that's what I thought. But now I regret the past."

Nemara's eyes trembled as he closed and opened them.

"I regret not asking you anything during that process. If only I had asked you what you thought, even once."

"Dad..."

"Kirrin."

Nemara called her name.

"I..."

His lips quivered as if he wanted to say more, but Nemara couldn't easily get the words out.

But he found the courage.

"I want you to be happy."

Ch.202 - Kirrin's Black Forest (25)
Kirrin didn't come out for quite some time.

By the time half a day had passed and lunch arrived, I sat down to eat.

The menu consisted of normal food, not poisoned skull soup.

"I never thought I'd be having a meal served by Dark Elves in the Black Forest in my lifetime."

"We never imagined we'd be dining with the Secretary General of the Order either."

"By the way, what are you going to do about those?"

Rormane pointed to the corpses scattered in the distance.

There were so many Dark Elves who had sided with Nisira that they hadn't been able to clear all the bodies yet.

Plus, there was blood splattered everywhere.

An ordinary person would have been horrified, turning pale with disgust, but Rormane wasn't particularly surprised.

Considering the Task Force's history, this was nothing.

"Well, I was thinking of gathering them and dumping them outside the Black Forest. The beasts will take care of them."

"That's an inappropriate method. Having decomposing corpses near a residential area is not only smelly but also unsanitary."

"Then what would you suggest? I'm concerned that burning them might cause a major forest fire."

"If you don't mind, I can help."

Rormane's proposed method was holy power.

She explained she could purify the corpses completely with extremely powerful, pure holy power.

It seemed impossible to burn corpses with holy power, but she insisted it was possible.

Whoosh-!!

"Gah?!"

The Dark Elves were startled and covered their eyes from the light that shone brighter than the sun.

After the brief surge of holy power subsided, nothing remained.

How is this even possible?!

"A well-trained Oracle Priest can wield holy power approaching that of a god," Rormane explained.

"Divine power isn't limited to tolerance and acceptance. Punishment is also within a god's capability, which is why I can incinerate corpses."

"Then... can you burn living things too?"

Rormane only smiled without answering. Apparently, she could.

"Doesn't the god get angry if you use this power recklessly?"

"They probably won't notice. Just as taking a cup of water from the ocean doesn't make any difference."

That's chilling.

A priest who can freely use divine power without even getting permission from the god.

She's become a complete powerhouse over the past ten years, hasn't she?

"Seems like you could do anything if you wanted to."

"But that's not the case. If I were that kind of person to begin with, the god wouldn't have made me an Oracle Priest."

"I see..."

"I came here at Dian's request too. As you know, the Secretary General's personal movements are extremely restricted."

"I'm sorry, Rormane."

"It's fine. If Dian asks, I could drag a greater demon up from hell by its collar."

"Does hell really exist?"

Jakrion, who had been listening, cut in.

"Hell does exist, Dark Elf sir."

"Then is it true that those who do evil deeds go to hell after death and suffer eternally?"

"That's not true."

Rormane gave a faint smile.

"Hell isn't an afterlife but an actual world existing in another dimension. It's a place where sulfur flows instead of water, acid rain falls instead of normal rain, and demons peacefully live with black flames enveloping their bodies."

"Did you say they live peacefully?"

"From their perspective, yes. It's a completely different world from ours."

I vaguely knew this. According to the setting, hell exists.

But this is the first time I've heard it officially from the mouth of the Order's Secretary General.

So demons and hell really do exist.

"You said it's an actual existing world, so does that mean they can cross over to here?"

"They can. In the Order's long history, there have been cases of demons crossing into this world and being exorcised."

This is also news to me.

"Even now, we receive many reports of suspected demon sightings across the continent. Of course, recently all such reports have turned out to be misunderstandings and misconceptions."

"That's frightening."

"Only because you don't know much about it. It's fear of the unknown."

Rormane smiled benevolently.

"If a demon appears, can you burn it with holy power like you just did?"

"I've never tried, so I wouldn't know."

Well, what are the chances of a demon appearing in our time anyway?

Meanwhile, Kirrin emerged from Nemara's quarters.

"Kirrin."

As her siblings stood up, Kirrin gave a weak smile.

Her eyes were red and swollen—she must have cried a lot.

"Did Father scold you again? That's too much."

"No, it's not like that... He didn't scold me."

Kirrin looked at me.

"Dian. Go in."

"Me?"

"Yes. Dad wants to see you."

"Me? Why?"

"He says he wants to talk to you alone."

I looked at the others, but of course, they all had expressions saying they didn't know either.

What could Nemara want to talk to me about?

When I entered, Nemara was already up.

"How are you feeling?"

"I'm fine. The holy power worked well."

"That's good."

"Thank you, Professor Dian. If it weren't for you, we would all probably be dead."

"Indeed. It's fortunate I was here."

Nemara was momentarily speechless, seemingly taken aback by my unexpected response.

"Anyway, I will repay this debt someday. The situation is dire right now."

After the chaos subsided and dawn broke, as they cleared away the bodies, they found that almost the entire clan had perished.

There had been many Dark Elves who sided with Nisira and Morkan, and others who died fighting against them.

The number of surviving Dark Elves was devastatingly small.

For Dark Elves who make their living through commissions, such a drastic reduction in members is a fatal blow.

Moreover, strictly speaking, the Nemara Clan is practically the entirety of the Dark Elf race now.

Other clans have all been killed or have fled after being wanted as war criminals.

"What will you do now?"

"I'm thinking of finding other clans. Some clans never participated in the war from the beginning. They just fled out of fear when retribution began after the war ended."

"There are such people?"

"Indeed. Not all Dark Elves sided with the Demon King. Right now, increasing our clan members is the urgent priority, so we can't be picky. Though I'm not sure if they're still alive."

Nemara continued, fidgeting with his eye patch.

"Our clan was particularly fortunate. We betrayed the Demon King at the right time, and thanks to that, we've survived until now. All thanks to Marian."

"Marian... you mean Principal Kirrin's birth mother?"

Nemara told me about Marian.

Surprisingly, Nemara's betrayal of the Demon King and making Kirrin the principal wasn't a political calculation but all because of Marian's dying wish.

So it was thanks to this person named Marian that the Human Alliance won the war.

If the Emperor had been assassinated then, no one could have predicted how the war would have turned out.

Perhaps a protracted, disorganized conflict would still be ongoing, or the Demon King's army might be ruling the continent now.

"Kirrin takes after Marian. That's why she couldn't live as a Dark Elf in the Black Forest."

"It seems that way."

"I asked Kirrin what would make her happy."

"What did she say?"

"She asked to continue being the Academy principal."

This is unexpected. She had been so desperate to escape that position before.

"Has she had a change of heart?"

"Well, in Kirrin's words, she said that until now she acted under compulsion, but from now on she wants to move forward by her own will. That's why, she said. I don't quite understand what she means."

"She must have realized she's not a puppet."

Nemara looked at me.

"Is that so?"

"That's probably what she meant. You're a Dark Elf, so you might not grasp the context of the conversation."

"I see. Whatever the case, it means the conversation went well, doesn't it?"

"Something like that."

Nemara nodded.

"So, Professor Dian, I have a favor to ask."

"I haven't thought about it yet."

Nemara gave me a questioning look as I preemptively responded.

"You want me to marry your daughter, right? But I have no thoughts of marriage yet."

"Marriage? What nonsense are you suddenly spouting?"

"That's not it?"

"No."

"Then what is it?"

"Help Kirrin."

Nemara said.

"I want you to help Kirrin perform her role as principal well."

Nemara turned his gaze from me to a shelf full of skulls.

"I can't step in and do something for Kirrin myself. I'm a Dark Elf and know nothing but the art of killing. I can't help with performing the duties of an Academy principal. So I want you, Professor Dian, to help her."

"I am helping her. And I will continue to do so."

"Good. And there's one more favor I'd like to ask."

"What is it?"

After a moment of silence, Nemara said:

"I want to send Sharian and Jakrion to the 2nd Princess's side."

"What? Suddenly?"

"This is separate from Kirrin's matter. Looking at how things are unfolding in the Imperial Castle, it seems we need to have a foot in both camps."

All of Nemara's actions so far have been because of Marian's dying wish and Kirrin.

But without considerable intuition and foresight, blindly following just that would have led to the clan's downfall.

Betraying the Demon King wasn't easy, nor was maintaining stability and winning the Emperor's favor in the chaotic post-war period.

I wonder how Nemara views the Imperial Castle now. And to what extent can he foresee the future of the Empire?

"Nemara, how do you think things will unfold at the Imperial Castle?"

"The Emperor will die soon."

Nemara answered.

"I hear he hasn't slept properly for ten years since the war ended."

"Hasn't slept properly for ten years? Why?"

"He's afraid a missing Task Force member might come to kill him."

A missing Task Force member? What's that about?

The Empire created numerous task forces during the war, so this must be one of those members.

It seems their relationship soured because they weren't properly compensated after completing various dangerous missions.

They should have given appropriate treatment and rewards.

What an incompetent old man. Tsk tsk.
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"I've been through war, had assassins come right up to my doorstep, and spent ten years trembling in fear and anxiety. How could my body be intact? I'll likely die soon."

"I see."

"When the Emperor dies, the legitimate children, including the First Prince, will be in a state of emergency. They're incompetent, you know. They've only been surviving under their father's shadow until now."

"But isn't the Second Princess at a disadvantage in terms of legitimacy since she's born of a concubine? The imperial succession is more about bloodline than ability."

"That's true. That's why the Second Princess is probably busy recruiting princes and princesses who are favorable to her. For example, offering them a comfortable life in exchange for supporting her claim to the throne."

"And if that doesn't work?"

"She'll overthrow everything."

Nemara said.

"The Second Princess is a former commander with extensive field experience, and she has all the veteran officers who fought with her during the war. She's seized key positions throughout the Empire. Honestly, if she wanted to, she could occupy the Imperial Castle tonight."

"A coup d'état, then."

"But such forceful methods come with many side effects, so I think she's probably waiting for the Emperor to die naturally and moving in a direction where other princes will support her. Perhaps someone might suffer a suspicious death in the process."

"As an example to others."

Everyone seems to be thinking along the same lines.

The Emperor is on his deathbed, and the legitimate children will be the Second Princess's prey.

If the Second Princess can overcome the legitimacy issue, she'll become Emperor without much trouble.

But suddenly another possibility occurred to me.

"What if the Second Princess doesn't become Emperor?"

"You mean installing a proxy? Hmm..."

Nemara folded his arms.

"It's not entirely impossible. That might even be better. For example, she could put forward a legitimate child she's completely won over while holding all the real power behind the scenes."

"Is there such a prince or princess?"

"Well, I don't know that much. I've heard the youngest princess is somewhat slow-witted, so if she's looking for someone to manipulate, it might be her."

The youngest princess...

"But why are you so interested in this?"

Nemara asked.

"Is Professor Dian perhaps planning to enter politics?"

"No, no, nothing like that. I'm just wondering if the turmoil in the Imperial Castle might affect my daily life."

I vehemently denied it, waving both hands.

I fled to Brunswell, abandoning everything because I hated being in the spotlight with heavy responsibilities.

If I had wanted to enter the Imperial Castle, I would have done so when my value was at its peak.

I came to the Academy solely to ensure good childcare conditions for Linus.

"Even so, when the time comes, you might be forced to make a choice," Nemara said.

"The process of the Emperor dying and a new one being appointed won't be as smooth as you might think. Someone with power like Professor Dian will receive various proposals. Including Lord Linus."

"That may be true, but I can just refuse them all. At least that's what I'll do. I really hate staying up late racking my brain."

"It won't be that easy."

"We'll see about that."

Nemara slowly nodded.

"If that's your intention. By the way, I heard the vacation is over. Shouldn't you be heading back soon?"

"Ah, right."

I had forgotten.

"Take Kirrin back to the Academy."

"I should do that."

I stood up.

"Take care of yourself. I hope you find the other clans successfully."

"Thank you. About what I asked..."

"I'll mention it to the Second Princess. I'm just passing along the message. I don't want to get caught in the middle and get a headache."

"Understood."

# # # # #

I prepared to leave for the Academy.

It's already a day past the start of the semester, so everyone must be worried.

While Kirrin was packing, Jakrion and Sharian wouldn't leave her side.

Drebron was absent, having urgent matters to discuss with Nemara.

"If you leave like this, when will we see you again?"

"I'm so worried. What if you go back and cry alone again?"

Kirrin smiled at her siblings' concerns.

"I won't do that anymore. I've talked enough with Father. From now on, I'm going to work hard with my own determination."

"You've grown up so much..."

Jakrion wiped his eyes with the back of his calloused hand.

The cold demeanor he showed when first ambushing me was nowhere to be found.

They all become completely different people when they're with Kirrin.

"Actually, you two might see Kirrin more often in the future."

The Dark Elves turned to me abruptly.

"What do you mean?"

"At your father's request, you two might be transferred to the Imperial Castle."

"The Imperial Castle?"

When I briefly explained the situation, they acted as if it was the first they'd heard of it.

This person Nemara, did he really make such an important decision without consulting them?

He still has a long way to go.

"Let's go now, Dian."

As Kirrin shouldered her bag and stepped forward, her siblings followed.

Rormane and I stayed back a bit to give them time for private goodbyes.

They conversed for quite a while in voices too low for us to hear.

During this time, they patted heads, held hands, and embraced—quite touching.

"I'm really going now. We'll probably see each other again soon."

After saying her final goodbyes, Kirrin left the Black Forest with us.

"Thank you so much for coming, Secretary General," Kirrin said as we walked.

"Where my holy power is needed, I must go. It's only natural."

"What were you talking about with Father for so long?" she asked me.

I smiled faintly.

"Various things. Conversations postponed for over twenty years."

"Did it go well?"

"Yes. Now the Academy won't have any trouble because of me, and I won't have any trouble because of Father."

"That's good."

"It's all thanks to Dian. If you hadn't come looking for me, Father and I probably wouldn't have had such an honest conversation."

"As expected of Lord Dian," Rormane said, pressing her palms together as if in prayer.

"Lord Dian brings salvation wherever he goes. Truly blessed and holy."

The ground sparkled with each step I took, as if I were radiating light, perhaps due to her holy power.

"Isn't playing pranks like this going to get you divine punishment? Hey, look over there."

As I was about to tell Rormane to stop, I turned my head at a certain presence.

Two Dark Elves were standing on a tall tree in the distance.

It was Nemara and Drebron.

They were seeing Kirrin off from afar.

Since they weren't calling out, it seemed they intended to just watch like that.

Respecting Nemara's intention, I decided to pretend I didn't see them...

"Kirrin! It's your brother!!"

Suddenly Drebron shouted, and Nemara's face showed dismay.

"Brother? Father!"

Hearing the voice, Kirrin spotted the two and waved.

"Kirrin! Stay healthy! Eat three meals a day properly! It's hot, so don't stay out in the sun too long!"

"I will, Brother! I'll do that!"

"If there's anything too difficult to handle alone, send a crow! I'll come running to help right away!"

"Shut up, Drebron," Nemara growled in a low voice.

"Father! Take care!"

But when Kirrin greeted him too, he flinched and looked at her.

As Kirrin waved enthusiastically, Nemara reluctantly raised his hand briefly before quickly lowering it. Even that seemed to require tremendous effort.

"Well, what can I say," Rormane commented, watching this.

"Dark Elves aren't easy, are they?"

# # # # #

Meanwhile, in the Fourth Princess's room at the Imperial Castle.

The Second Princess was walking around, examining the clothes in the wardrobe and the curtains draped over the bed.

"You've decorated it quite daintily."

The Second Princess was addressing the Fourth Princess.

She was a woman sitting at the dressing table, visibly intimidated, glancing nervously at the Second Princess's every move.

With silver hair and blue eyes befitting the imperial bloodline, she had a petite frame.

She looked completely different from the Second Princess with her straight posture and overflowing confidence.

"You're an adult now. Wouldn't it be better to change these curtains?"

As the Second Princess lifted the pink curtains covered with flowers and teddy bear patterns, the Fourth Princess stammered.

"W-why did you come here..."

The Fourth Princess's teeth chattered as she spoke.

Like all the princes and princesses, the Fourth Princess was terrified of the Second Princess.

Not only was she a security powerhouse who controlled all the Empire's intelligence and could catch even a flying bird, but above all, her appearance was frightening.

Her body was covered in scars, and the left side of her face was mangled by burns.

The Fourth Princess remembered her sister's beautiful face before the war, but even so, her current appearance was too difficult to look at directly.

She recalled the First Prince's earnest warning never to get close to the Second Princess, who had become a murderous lunatic after seeing too much blood during the war.

Though the Fourth Princess knew she should leave the room immediately and go to her other brothers, she couldn't move readily.

Unknown individuals brought by the Second Princess were already spread throughout the corridor outside.

"Would you like to play a fun game with your sister?" the Second Princess asked, picking up a doll from the pillow.
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"Play...?"

"Don't you like playing with dolls?"

The 2nd Princess held a doll in front of her face and waved it around as if putting on a puppet show.

"You'll be the doll."

"Me...?"

"Yes. What do you think? Doesn't it sound fun?"

"Playing with dolls...?"

The 4th Princess's face lit up.

The 4th Princess was born lacking. Not in any other sense, but truly with low intelligence—despite being an adult, her behavior resembled that of a six-year-old child.

Due to some inbreeding to maintain bloodlines, such offspring occasionally appeared through the generations.

For this reason, along with her age and various other factors, the 4th Princess had been completely excluded from the succession line.

No one in the Imperial Castle sought her favor, and like others of her kind, everyone simply assumed she would suddenly die young one day.

This allowed the 2nd Princess to enter the 4th Princess's bedroom late at night without any interference, accompanied by her special task force members.

The task force members currently guarding the door belonged to the Esto Trading Company.

Esto Trading Company was a recently established long-distance trading company in which the 2nd Princess held partial shares.

In reality, it wasn't a trading company at all, but an operation center for gathering intelligence and conducting operations across the continent.

The name "Esto Trading Company" was merely a disguise to fool others.

"What do you think? Won't you play with your big sister? You don't have anyone to play with these days, do you?"

"You'll play with me?"

"Why else would I be here?"

Forgetting the 1st Prince's warning about being careful around the 2nd Princess, the 4th Princess nodded vigorously.

"I'll play!"

"Good. Then I'll assign you your role now."

The 2nd Princess sat beside the 4th Princess and began speaking in a gentle voice.

# # # # #

Much later.

The 2nd Princess left the 4th Princess's bedroom.

"Did the conversation go well?"

"I achieved my objective."

The 2nd Princess answered her aide's question.

"Assign security personnel to the 4th Princess for the time being. We must also guard against poisoning."

"Understood."

The 2nd Princess had just modified her original plan.

Initially, she had been planning a physical usurpation of the throne.

She had intended to mobilize her numerous elite forces to swiftly take over the Imperial Castle and crown herself Emperor.

But that plan was scrapped after Dian's visit.

Because of Dian's problematic "two fried chickens" comment.

Based on the analysis results produced by the Security Office's cryptanalysis experts who had been working for days, the 2nd Princess changed her strategy.

It was clear that if she directly ascended to the throne by any means, legitimacy would become an issue in the future.

Therefore, she would put someone of legitimate blood at the forefront.

But who?

The 2nd Princess decided to make the dim-witted 4th Princess her puppet.

The 4th Princess was stupid enough that with proper persuasion, she would do exactly as told.

That's typically how such people are.

They can't do anything on their own, but they compulsively follow instructions from someone with control over them.

The 4th Princess would become Emperor.

"You've decided to make the 4th Princess the Emperor? Not a bad approach."

The 2nd Princess turned to look beside her and stopped with wide eyes.

Dian was walking right next to her.

"Danger, Your Highness!"

Her aide lunged forward, tackling the 2nd Princess and rolling across the floor.

The Esto Trading Company task force members following the 2nd Princess drew their daggers, ready to attack Dian.

"Everyone stop!"

The 2nd Princess shouted from beneath her aide.

"Move."

"I apologize. I was too startled..."

The 2nd Princess took her aide's hand to stand up and straightened her clothes before asking:

"How did you get in?"

"The same way I came in last time."

"Don't you have any concept of entering through the main gate?"

"They wouldn't let me in at this hour. Perhaps you could tell the guards I'm a regular visitor or something. I'm tired of climbing walls."

"Fine. I'll arrange that. Did things go well that time?"

"Yes, they did."

"Why don't you explain it to me?"

"I'd rather not."

The task force members exchanged bewildered glances.

At present, no one in the Empire would dare to refuse the 2nd Princess so bluntly to her face.

"It's an extremely personal family matter. I don't think it's appropriate to spread it around."

"Is that so? For something so personal, I heard the Secretary General of the Order accompanied you."

The 2nd Princess had informants planted throughout the Empire.

She could track the movements of someone as significant as the Order's Secretary General without leaving her seat.

"If you trust your intelligence network so much, you should be able to find out everything without me telling you."

In truth, the 2nd Princess already knew some of it.

After Dian's previous visit to the Imperial Castle when he learned the location of the Black Forest:

The Emperor sent a tracking team to follow Dian, which the 2nd Princess detected and dispatched her own large tracking force.

After catching up with and annihilating the Emperor's tracking team, they continued to spy on the Black Forest before returning.

There had been a large-scale bloodbath involving outsiders and their internal supporters.

Based on circumstances, it appeared to be a conflict over leadership, with the clan head Nemara and potential successors Drebron and Kirrin surviving.

Professor Dian was believed to have actively intervened.

During this process, Nemara suffered critical injuries but was saved by the Secretary General's divine healing.

This was the extent of what the 2nd Princess knew.

However, she didn't know the specific details of what happened inside the Black Forest.

Only Dian would know the full story now, but it was obvious he wouldn't answer if asked.

"By the way, I have something to tell you privately. How would you like to proceed?"

At the 2nd Princess's signal, her aide and the others quickly withdrew.

Once they were alone, Dian began speaking as they walked slowly.

"Nemara asked me to relay a request to you."

"Nemara, you say."

"He says he'll send one son and one daughter to you."

"I see."

The 2nd Princess deliberately kept her response brief while her mind raced.

If "sending them" meant entrusting them completely to the Security Office, this would be truly significant.

Currently, Nemara was the only dark elf clan dealing with the Empire, and Nemara was classified as being aligned with the Emperor.

This made it nearly impossible to acquire pureblooded dark elves as assets.

They could be hired for short-term contracts with commission fees, but that was only temporary.

And now two pureblooded dark elves would be coming to the Security Office?

"Is there a special reason?"

"I don't know. I'm just delivering the message."

Dian cut his answer short, but the 2nd Princess could already guess Nemara's intention.

He intends to hedge his bets between the Emperor and me.

For Nemara, who had enough foresight to predict the Demon King's defeat, to place a bet on me—

Not bad. A good sign.

"So when are they coming?"

"I'm not sure. Anyway, please take good care of them when they arrive."

"I will."

"So, you're going to make the 4th Princess the Emperor?"

Dian asked again.

The 2nd Princess didn't answer immediately and instead asked:

"Why do you think that?"

"You just came out of the 4th Princess's room. I heard the siblings don't get along at all."

"What an amusing rumor. The reality is quite different."

"Is that so? Well, anyway."

"What makes you speculate like this?"

"It just suddenly occurred to me. Is that really your plan?"

Based on Dian's past behavior, she had thought he wasn't particularly interested in politics.

Unless he had some sort of conversation with Nemara about this.

This is getting complicated.

The 2nd Princess avoided giving a direct answer and asked:

"Would your attitude change depending on whether that's true or not?"

"Me? No. As long as it doesn't interfere with my daily life, I don't care."

"Then why are you curious?"

"I'm worried it might interfere with my life."

The 2nd Princess fell silent.

She couldn't discern the intention behind Dian's statements.

It seemed like he was conveying some message, but she couldn't tell exactly what.

She decided on a straightforward approach.

"The Emperor's succession order is already established. The 1st Prince has priority, followed by direct descendants in age order. Besides, the 4th Princess isn't even a consideration to begin with."

"Then why were you coming out of the 4th Princess's room?"

"Can't a sister visit her sibling?"

"I see. By the way, as a concubine's child, what's your place in the succession order?"

"I'm outside the line."

"That's unfortunate."

"Bloodline is important. It takes precedence over ability."

"Then what happens if those in the succession line disappear due to unfortunate incidents?"

The 2nd Princess stopped walking and looked at Dian.

"What do you mean?"

"Nothing specific, just curious."

After staring at Dian for a moment, the 2nd Princess answered.

"Then I would be next in line."

"I see."

Dian nodded.

"Well, I'll be going now. This is how I came in."

Dian pointed to a wide-open window.

"Goodbye."

As Dian threw himself out the window, the aide rushed over.

"Your Highness! What did that man say?"

"Summon the cryptanalysis experts."

"What? At this hour, suddenly... Was there some message?"

"Hurry!"

"Ah, yes!"

The aide hastily departed.

The 2nd Princess gazed out the open window, lost in thought.

Could it be... the reason for sending two dark elves to me... is he suggesting I use them to kill all the direct descendants?

# # # # #

Meanwhile.

"Son of a bitch!"

The cryptanalysis experts, summoned again late at night, cursed loudly.

"Why does that crazy bastard always show up in the middle of the night and cause trouble!"

They stayed up all night analyzing the words Dian had left behind.

Little did they know that everything he said was just random small talk to break the awkward atmosphere as he walked from the 4th Princess's bedroom to the window he had entered through.
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The matter had concluded well.

Nemara's life was saved, and Kirrin had opened up to her father, gaining courage in the process.

Now she would be able to live her life on her own terms.

I delivered Nemara's message to the 2nd Princess, and Jakrion and Sharian would cooperate with the Security Office without issue.

The Academy had already started its semester while the Black Forest was in chaos, and classes were proceeding normally.

Even without the Principal and the Head Professor of Combat, Ismera and Kaiden managed everything, and I got the impression things were running even better than when we were there.

After returning to the Academy, I called Ismera and Kaiden to tell them about what happened in the Black Forest.

Both were quick to understand and promised to help Kirrin take a more proactive role.

After Ismera left, Kaiden stayed behind and asked me:

"There's something you haven't mentioned yet, isn't there?"

As expected of Kaiden. He's incredibly perceptive.

With Ismera, I had simply said that Kirrin and Nemara had an honest conversation, hiding everything else.

I didn't mention the bloodshed in the Black Forest or Nemara's message to the 2nd Princess.

Ismera didn't need to know all that.

After hearing everything, Kaiden spoke.

"So one of the Emperor's trump cards, the Nemara Clan, has been neutralized. Their numbers have drastically decreased, and Nemara has decided to establish connections with the 2nd Princess as well."

"I wonder if the Emperor knows about this."

"He probably doesn't," Kaiden stated firmly.

"You mentioned stopping by the Security Office to get a map of the Black Forest before going there? By then, both the Emperor and the 2nd Princess would have been aware of your trip to the Black Forest and attached trackers to you."

"And?"

"The 2nd Princess likely found out slightly earlier, and with her clear advantage in power, she would have blocked the Emperor's trackers beforehand. This means only the 2nd Princess has exclusive information about what happened in the Black Forest. Right now, the Emperor is probably anxiously waiting for his trackers to return."

"I see. But why attach trackers to me in the first place?"

"Both sides consider you extremely important. Your position in the power structure of the Imperial Castle is significant."

Kaiden explained further.

"The Emperor and the 2nd Princess have already gathered all the forces they can within their capabilities. The variable here is our Demon King Assassination Task Force members. Linus and Celine will naturally remain neutral given their personalities and circumstances, so they're tacitly left alone. Rormane belongs to the Order, making her difficult to approach. That leaves you and me. The 2nd Princess would have realized that I would follow wherever you go, so she's continuously trying to recruit you."

"Is that so?"

"The Emperor's side is more nuanced. The Emperor fears you. You've openly opposed him multiple times during the war."

That was true. The old man was so greedy and foolish that I had to advise him several times when he was about to do something ridiculous.

"Sneaking into his bedroom while he was sleeping hardly counts as advice, but anyway. Since then, the Emperor has suffered from insomnia. Someone who could enter his bedroom as easily as their own, someone who didn't get along with him, had disappeared after refusing an offer that no ordinary person would turn down."

Wait, so I was the missing task force member Nemara mentioned?

"From the Emperor's perspective, he must do his utmost to prevent you from joining the 2nd Princess's side. That's why. Right now, you're being obsessed over by both powers dividing the Empire."

"I ran away because I didn't want that, but here we are again."

"You're a powerful person. It's an unavoidable fate. Anyway, the Emperor is in the dark for now, and he'll only find out belatedly when those two Dark Elves start operating under the Security Office's orders."

"How will the Emperor respond?"

"Finding out that someone he trusted, someone who saved his life, has been secretly working against him—he'll probably lose his mind. He's a cowardly old man with diminished judgment due to old age, so his reaction could be unpredictable and extreme. A cornered rat will bite a cat, and the Emperor is no rat but a tiger. His teeth may have fallen out, but his claws are still deadly."

An unpredictable and extreme reaction...

"Regarding the 4th Princess, the 2nd Princess might make her Emperor by proxy. The 4th Princess is foolish but has legitimacy—something the 2nd Princess lacks. No matter how capable you are, you can't change your bloodline."

"Can the 4th Princess really become Emperor? The other princes won't sit quietly."

"The 2nd Princess will take measures to ensure they do. I'm not sure what those measures will be, but looking at the past, we can make some predictions."

What Kaiden was predicting was assassination.

Having stayed only in Brunswell, I wasn't fully aware, but apparently, an enormous number of people have died under suspicious circumstances since the end of the war.

Their common trait? They opposed or spoke against the 2nd Princess.

That's why, after ten years, not a single person dares to speak up against her.

"But why wait ten years?"

"The 4th Princess has come of age. Even for the 2nd Princess, putting forward a minor as a successor when there are other candidates would be burdensome."

"Ah, I see. The timing is quite delicate."

"Indeed. The 4th Princess has come of age, and the missing task force member has appeared as a professor at her academy. I've also become a professor, and Nemara, one of the Emperor's weapons, has been blunted. The 2nd Princess might see this as her opportunity."

"If she tries to put the 4th Princess on the throne, won't the Empire be in turmoil?"

"Surprisingly, I don't think so," Kaiden asserted.

"If things get noisy, it will attract attention from the Noble Council and other factions. That would make it difficult for the 2nd Princess to proceed as she wishes. She'll want to handle matters as quietly as possible."

"Then it shouldn't concern us much?"

"I believe so. In fact, the 2nd Princess would prefer if we stayed out of it. What would happen if Linus or you showed any discomfort when the 2nd Princess tries to make her move?"

According to Kaiden, the best course of action is for everyone to mind their own business.

I don't care who becomes Emperor.

However, if it disrupts my daily life, that's a different matter entirely.

From what I've gathered, the 2nd Princess is trying not to provoke us, so as long as I don't interfere first, things should remain as they are.

Good. Let's not interfere with each other and go our separate ways.

# # # # #

In a secret location on the outskirts of the Imperial capital.

In a dimly lit room with only a few candles, the 2nd Princess was reading something.

It was a report analyzing what Dian had said last night.

After finishing the report, the 2nd Princess carefully folded it and held it to a candle, setting it aflame.

Throwing the burning report to the floor, she rested her chin on her hand, deep in thought.

Dian has bet on me.

He implicitly said he would support and back me.

Moreover, he's even considering a political marriage to become my strong supporter?

This is the analysis result from the Empire's elite code-breaking team. They're rarely wrong.

A political marriage with Dian.

Although Dian's background is humble, so is mine.

Though called a princess, as a concubine's child, I would have been treated like a commoner in the Imperial Castle had I not gathered power through military achievements during the war.

That's how it was before the war.

Dian, like me, is someone who overcame his humble origins with ability.

Enlisted as a low-ranking soldier, achieved merits, and retired as a lieutenant colonel. Later became the Head Professor at the Royal Academy.

A similar path to mine—born to a concubine, became a military commander, and then the Security Office Director.

Dian and I have things in common.

So you have ambitions for power too, after all.

Well, people like us with ability and strength ultimately find satisfaction only at the top.

Ten years ago, as a young person unfamiliar with the ways of the world, you might have thought leaving without compensation was meaningful and admirable.

But after ten years of not receiving recognition and praise for your achievements, you must have questioned yourself.

Why you abandoned everything and fled.

And after ten years, thanks to Linus, you've returned to the world and realized:

Your past self was wrong.

You're not meant to be stuck in some port town or merely serving as an academy professor.

That would be an insult to those without talent and strength, and a waste of resources.

Very well, Dian.

I accept your deal.

In exchange for your support, I'll make you the Imperial Consort.

Ch.206 - Success Equals Revolution (4)
"I can't take it anymore!!"

The Emperor had gone mad.

There were several causes for this.

The most fundamental issue was the Emperor's temperament.

He was a coward with insufficient ability but excessive greed, always full of dissatisfaction, setting unrealistic goals and suffering from stress.

People with such tendencies often end up with cancer or mental problems later in life.

The second cause was the war and its aftermath.

Due to the historic continental uprising of the Demon Race, the alliance of humans and other intelligent species, led by the Empire, was nearly annihilated.

As the head of the alliance, the Emperor suffered extreme nervous exhaustion, while the 2nd Princess, whom he despised, distinguished herself as a commander and continued to rise in prominence.

As his own position gradually diminished while the 2nd Princess kept expanding her influence, how could he not be troubled?

On top of that, the madman who moved alongside Linus was the decisive factor.

That man was a young commoner named Dian with no distinguished background.

A man whose hometown and family were unknown, he had been attached to Linus since their days as low-ranking soldiers in the legion.

At first, the Emperor was quite impressed with Dian's background.

If all the Empire's special operatives were half as good as this man, the war would have ended long ago.

So when the Emperor established the Demon King Assassination Task Force, he appointed Linus and Dian as its founding members.

Following this, he issued the first order to find the remaining three members mentioned in the oracle. Linus and Dian brought back an acolyte priest from some unheard-of village.

Naturally, the Emperor opposed this, so Dian brought another priest—a male priest with bruised eye sockets and a bloody nose.

This priest was an oracle priest who had received divine revelation to form the Demon King Assassination Task Force and kill the Demon King.

Dian claimed that the female priest he had brought was the one who actually received the oracle, and that this male priest had intercepted it.

The male priest confessed everything, and eventually the female priest named Rormane became a member of the Demon King Assassination Task Force. However, this process created sharp emotional conflict between the Emperor and Dian.

This was just the beginning.

The same happened when recruiting Celine, daughter of a northern nomadic tribal chief historically at odds with the Empire, and when recruiting Kaiden, a mad magician researching destructive magic in a volcanic region.

Each one had some flaw, and the Emperor didn't like it.

But whenever this happened, Dian would protest, asking why he was given the job if this was the attitude, smashing tables with his fist, and threatening to leave the Imperial Castle with Linus.

Then the high ministers in charge of the war would personally intervene, either begging Dian or pleading with the Emperor to change his mind, ultimately incorporating all those Dian brought into the task force.

Even after all five members of the Demon King Assassination Task Force were assembled, Dian would rush to the Imperial Castle whenever an order he disagreed with came down.

Tired of this, the Emperor banned Dian from entering, after which Dian mostly came to the Emperor's bedroom in the middle of the night.

The Emperor developed neurosis after waking up several times to find Dian standing beside his bed, silently looking down at him.

After this tumultuous process, the Demon King Assassination Task Force eventually killed the Demon King, ending the war and proving Dian's judgment correct.

This only made the Emperor harbor more resentment toward Dian.

Originally, he had plans for Dian upon his return after killing the Demon King, but those around him strongly advised against it, arguing that it would be foolish to cause trouble after winning the war, so he abandoned the idea.

The Emperor wasn't completely incompetent, though. Since things had turned out this way, he wanted to improve relations with Dian and somehow utilize him for the Empire's benefit.

But Dian vanished suddenly during the welcome celebration.

When he asked Linus, he simply said Dian had left. He didn't know where.

Had he really rejected a noble title, fertile territory, and a high position in the Imperial Castle?

This bastard... Was this his way of expressing dissatisfaction with me?

The Emperor sent people to track Dian, but he couldn't be found.

If Dian were the type to be caught so easily, he wouldn't have qualified for the Demon King Assassination Task Force in the first place.

The Emperor grew anxious.

The man who had opposed him so strongly had rejected all rewards and disappeared.

Meanwhile, the 2nd Princess was rapidly expanding her influence and eliminating those who opposed her.

For ten years, the Emperor suffered from insomnia, constantly changing bedrooms.

Then suddenly, Dian appeared without warning.

Of all places, he became a professor at the Imperial Special Mission Academy, which was under the 2nd Princess's control.

The academy was headed by Kirrin Nemara, daughter of Nemara, whom the Emperor had placed there at Nemara's request.

The Emperor had deliberately placed Nemara's daughter under the 2nd Princess to maintain some influence there while also planning to utilize the dark elf's assassination skills in the future.

However, Kirrin Nemara had a personality closer to a human than a dark elf and was far from being an assassin, making her unable to keep Dian in check.

The Emperor tried to understand why Dian had reappeared after ten years but failed.

Unable to bear it any longer, he confronted the 2nd Princess directly, only to receive dismissive reassurances.

Fortunately, Dian, as Head Professor of Combat, hadn't done anything particularly dangerous.

He usually lazed around, occasionally handling matters related to the academy's development.

These were far from challenging the Emperor's authority or threatening the Empire's system.

So the Emperor thought he might be able to relax a bit, but...

As expected, that crazy bastard Dian started to make his move.

He frequently visited the Imperial Castle, communicating closely with the 2nd Princess, and recently even extended his reach to Nemara's Black Forest.

Suspicious of his intentions, the Emperor sent trackers, but they returned with no information. Dian had outmaneuvered them.

In the midst of this, shocking news reached the Emperor's ears.

Two of Nemara's children had visited the Security Office.

Had Nemara... had Nemara betrayed him...?

Had Dian visited the Black Forest to make some kind of deal...?

Behind it all must be that vixen, the 2nd Princess...?

During the war, the 2nd Princess had achieved tremendous military accomplishments as a commander.

While the Emperor's faction generals were struggling, the army led by the 2nd Princess held back the Demon King's forces in the east, preventing the human alliance from being completely destroyed.

Bringing that foundation back to the Imperial Castle, the 2nd Princess seized control of various intelligence agencies, including the Security Office, becoming a power that no one could easily challenge.

I should have killed her long ago.

The fact that she was a concubine's child was absurd from the start.

When she was young, I left her alone because she seemed stupid and dull, but it turns out that was all an act.

As the Emperor's hands trembled with anger, concern appeared on the 1st Prince's face.

He worried that the enraged Emperor might throw something again.

Unlike the 2nd Princess, the sickly 1st Prince wasn't confident he could dodge it.

"Summon the princes! We need to devise a plan!"

The Emperor shouted.

"Which princes should I call?"

"All of them. All!"

"Um, by all, you mean..."

"Can't you understand what I'm saying?!"

As a pen flew through the air, the 1st Prince hurriedly twisted his body to avoid it.

However, the Emperor had thrown the pen poorly, and the 1st Prince moved his body into the wrong trajectory while trying to dodge, resulting in the pen hitting him squarely on the forehead.

"I-I'll summon them!"

The 1st Prince ran out, rubbing his forehead.

Left alone, the Emperor thought while fuming.

This can't go on.

If I keep doing nothing, I'll be taken down without anyone knowing.

I need to move first. I need to strike first.

Things won't go according to that vixen 2nd Princess's wishes.

# # # # #

"Your Highness!"

The aide-de-camp rushed in breathlessly.

"The Emperor has summoned all the princes!"

"Is that so."

The 2nd Princess responded indifferently while filing her nails.

"He must have heard about Nemara's children visiting the Security Office. That cowardly old man would have a fit. To think that his trusted Nemara..."

"This isn't something to take so lightly!"

The aide-de-camp interrupted.

"All the princes have been summoned!"

"I'm not deaf. You already said—"

The 2nd Princess's hand stopped filing her nails.

"By all princes, you don't mean that man is included?"

"Yes! He's crossing the drawbridge now!"

The 2nd Princess rose from her seat and quickly walked to the window.

# # # # #

"You, you idiot!"

The Emperor gritted his teeth, looking as if he might kill the 1st Prince on the spot.

"But father... you clearly said all the princes..."

"You fool! That didn't mean you should send word to him too! How can you call yourself a prince of a nation with such a brain?!"

While the Emperor grabbed the 1st Prince like catching a mouse...

The Empire's secret prince, Berken, entered the Imperial Castle's drawbridge.
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While the Emperor and the 2nd Princess each gazed down from their windows, the secret prince Berken took his first step onto the drawbridge.

Under normal circumstances, the guards protecting the drawbridge would have issued an order to halt at that moment.

But for some reason, the guards did not impose any restrictions on the secret prince Berken.

The reason was simple.

Berken exuded an intimidating aura more akin to a beast than a human.

His towering height would overwhelm anyone. His robust physique had been forged through countless battles and hardships he had survived.

The scars etched across his sun-darkened skin hinted at his bloody past.

His cold blue eyes with their grayish tint were sharp enough to take one's breath away.

His gaze seemed to pierce through not just what he saw but the fear residing deep within others' hearts.

His faded silver hair hung disheveled to his nape, with occasional blue tints flashing at the sunlit ends, adding to his threatening presence.

Instead of the elaborate clothing worn by princes, Berken wore worn leather armor.

The armor's surface was covered with scratches and knife marks, and its edges were so worn that it was impossible to guess what its original color had been.

Around his neck hung a necklace resembling thick iron chains, and on his wrists were bracelets made of interwoven beast fangs.

His clothing and accessories symbolized a savagery beyond mere practicality.

"S-stop right there!!"

Only after Berken placed his remaining foot on the drawbridge did the guards finally come to their senses and shout urgently.

Fortunately, Berken stopped without advancing further.

Then he raised his callused hand to brush back his flowing silver hair.

Though a simple action, the guards tensed and swallowed hard.

The description 'strong' would be woefully inadequate.

Just brushing back his hair created a tension that seemed to tear through the air; his very existence was a form of terror.

Could such a person truly be considered the Emperor's son?

Of course, the guards had no idea that this barely human entity, who looked as if he could devour them with just his gaze, was the rumored secret prince.

"S-stop, stop right there!!"

Though Berken had already stopped, the extremely nervous guard shouted again.

"If you come any closer...!"

When Berken silently stared at them, the guards flinched and looked at each other.

"That is... if you come closer... closer... if you come closer..."

The guard's voice grew increasingly shaky and wet.

It was the result of directly meeting Berken's gaze.

Damn it, why during my shift... I was about to be relieved...

Seeing the guards' inability to act, the Emperor grabbed the 1st Prince by the collar.

"Go bring that bastard here right now!"

It would be troublesome if the fact that he was the secret prince was revealed while they were standing there hesitating.

That madman is the royal family's disgrace! A shameful secret that should be buried forever!

"M-me?!"

The 1st Prince turned in panic to look at the 2nd Prince who was crouching nearby.

"Hey! You go!"

"I'm not... feeling well right now... *cough* *cough*..."

Seeing this, the 4th Prince suddenly claimed his stomach hurt and hastily left.

"You fool! You caused this mess, so you clean it up!"

At the Emperor's thundering command, the 1st Prince had no choice but to go outside.

The path from the main palace to the drawbridge felt impossibly long. Was this how a condemned prisoner felt walking to the gallows?

"Y-Your Highness...!"

When the 1st Prince appeared, the guards hurriedly retreated to where he stood.

They seemed to strongly believe that the 1st Prince could resolve this situation.

Finding himself pushed to the front as the guards retreated, the 1st Prince felt dismayed.

But turning back now would be a complete loss of face for a prince.

Clearing his throat, the 1st Prince looked at Berken standing on the opposite side of the drawbridge.

He immediately regretted it and lowered his gaze. Damn it, why did I come here...

Despite standing in the blazing summer sun without shade, Berken seemed to emanate the cold mist of a frozen winter lake.

"S-so... um..."

"It's been a while."

The 1st Prince nearly collapsed.

Berken's low voice, like metal scraping against metal, carried a chilling sensation like a cold blade running across skin.

"You've aged quite a bit since I last saw you."

Berken grinned.

"It's been what, twenty-some years? Since we last met."

"Y-yes..."

Despite feeling dizzy enough to faint, the 1st Prince quickly thought he needed to bring this man into the palace.

If any more sensitive remarks were made here, everything about the secret prince would become known.

"For now... come in. Let's catch up over some cool drinks inside."

"Gladly."

As Berken strode forward, the guards panicked and pointed their spears and swords at him.

The 1st Prince raised his hand to stop the guards, not wanting to provoke Berken.

A smile spread across Berken's lips, as if mocking the scene.

"He has entered."

As Berken crossed the drawbridge and entered the palace, the aide whispered quietly.

"It seems he intends to go straight to the Emperor's office."

"Mobilize all our eavesdropping resources on the office. We cannot miss a single word spoken inside."

"Understood."

After the aide left, the 2nd Princess crossed her arms and looked toward the Emperor's office visible across from her window.

She had anticipated how the Emperor would react to the Dark Elves joining the Security Office, but she hadn't expected it to be this extreme.

It seems Nemara's betrayal was quite a shock to him.

But even so, to summon the forbidden secret prince...

Is he determined to settle this once and for all?

# # # # #

The Emperor's office was filled with an unseasonable chill.

It was due to the secret prince Berken, who sat arrogantly on the sofa, sipping tea.

"Why are you all so uncomfortable?"

Berken set down his teacup with a sharp tap and looked around with a smile.

The Emperor, 1st Prince, 2nd Prince, and 4th Prince all failed to hide their extremely displeased expressions.

The 2nd and 4th Princes weren't even sitting in chairs but standing.

"This is nice. Seeing your faces after so long. Isn't it, little brother?"

"What? Oh... yes, that's right... haha..."

The 2nd Prince, who was singled out, let out an awkward laugh.

"I was quite surprised, though. Suddenly summoning me to the Imperial Castle. After you cast me out so coldly back then."

The Emperor, who had been glaring resentfully at the 1st Prince, flinched and hunched his shoulders at Berken's last words.

"Had a change of heart, perhaps?"

"Well, you see."

The Emperor slowly began to speak.

"Our imperial family's tradition is in danger of being broken."

Since that madman had already arrived at the palace, there was no turning back time.

Given the situation, the Emperor decided to make full use of Berken.

"Wait."

Berken raised his hand, stopping the Emperor's words.

"Tell those outside to come in."

"Outside?"

"The ones guarding the door."

Though confused, the Emperor nodded, and the 4th Prince brought in the servants guarding the door.

Leaning back on the sofa, Berken scrutinized the four servants standing before him, then pointed at one and beckoned with his finger.

"Come here."

As the indicated servant hesitantly approached, Berken extended his hand.

"Your hand."

The moment the reluctant servant took Berken's hand—

"Gasp?!"

"W-what's happening?!"

The servant who took Berken's hand opened his mouth in a silent scream.

Simultaneously, his skin rapidly lost color and began to wither. In an instant, he was twisted and dried up.

The Emperor and princes recoiled in shock at the sight, which looked as if all life force was being drained through the hand.

"What a mess this place is."

Berken looked down at the emaciated servant who had collapsed, lifeless, and sneered.

"This one was eavesdropping on the office."

"Eavesdropping?!"

"Is that fox Mirelis still alive?"

# # # # #

"The eavesdropping has been cut off."

At her aide's report, the 2nd Princess Mirelis felt a slight bewilderment.

She had never been caught before.

Berken truly is no ordinary person.

The 2nd Princess didn't know much about Berken.

He had been banished from the palace when she was young.

Berken, the 3rd Prince of the imperial family, had a cruel and violent temperament.

In addition, he possessed bizarre abilities that could be explained neither as magic nor black magic.

Judging an uncontrollable heir as a threat to the empire, the Emperor had banished the prince.

Originally, he had intended to kill him, but the risk of failure was too great, and regardless of his brutality, he was still of the imperial bloodline.

During his more than twenty years of exile, no one knew where the 3rd Prince Berken had been or what he had been doing.

Only rumors of deeds presumed to be his occasionally surfaced.

And now this secret prince Berken had returned at the Emperor's summons.

If that was the case, she too would have to use all her resources.

"I need to send a letter to Dian."

"What should it say?"

"Tell him his future wife is in danger and he must come rescue her immediately."
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While the 2nd Princess was writing an urgent message to Dian.

Secret Prince Berken had heard all about the current situation at the Imperial Castle from the Emperor.

"Well, well."

Berken emptied his teacup in one gulp while snickering.

"What an absolute mess this is. What was everyone doing while that Mirelis was running amok?"

"We did our best, but..."

"I'm sure it wasn't easy."

Berken cut off the 1st Prince's words.

"I heard Mirelis achieved tremendous military accomplishments during the Four-Year War. Compared to that, none of you princes have accomplished anything worthwhile."

Since this was true, none of the princes could refute Berken's statement and simply hung their heads.

"By the way, what was Father doing? It seems like just yesterday he was ranting about killing Mirelis. Has he accomplished nothing except crippling that concubine's son?"

"Ahem!"

Despite the disrespectful remark, the Emperor merely cleared his throat instead of flying into his usual rage.

"Anyway, fine."

Berken slapped his knee, making everyone flinch in surprise.

"So the conclusion is that the Imperial Family is about to be overthrown by Mirelis, and you want me to help with that, right?"

"Well, something like that..."

This mess had occurred due to the 1st Prince's stupid mistake.

However, instead of mentioning that, the Emperor decided to use Berken to completely oust the 2nd Princess.

"Then what do I get in return?"

"What do you want?"

"Reinstatement as a prince. And officially include me in the line of succession."

"T-that's!"

When the 1st Prince shouted, Berken slowly turned to face him.

"Do you have a problem with that? I'm legitimate just like you, brother."

Berken burst into laughter at the 1st Prince's nervous glances at the withered corpse.

"What, are you afraid I might do something like that to you to become Emperor? If that were my intention, I would have dried up everyone here right now instead of rambling on like this."

Everyone's face turned pale.

"What I want isn't much."

Berken shrugged.

"For the past twenty years, I've wandered the continent experiencing all sorts of things. Because of this cursed power of mine, I couldn't properly settle down anywhere."

An ominous green flame flickered in Berken's raised hand.

"Given my age, I was thinking of settling down, and coincidentally, my eldest brother sent me a message."

The Emperor shot a resentful glance at the 1st Prince.

"The Imperial Castle, though I was banished from it, is a place with childhood memories. It's not strange at all to return to my homeland and settle down. Isn't that right, little brother?"

"Ah, yes..."

The 4th Prince bowed his head.

"Then you could just stay in the Imperial Castle, so why ask to be put back in the line of succession...?"

When the 1st Prince asked, Berken grinned.

"That way you can't easily banish me again, right? Surely you weren't planning to exile me again as soon as this matter is resolved?"

When no immediate answer came, Berken smiled confidently as if he had expected this.

"Of course, I won't be driven out as easily as I was twenty years ago."

Damn it all.

If possible, the Emperor wanted to smash the 1st Prince's stupid head with a hammer right then and there.

What an idiot! He never thought that the order to summon all princes would include that madman, the 3rd Prince!

He's my son, but how can he be so foolish!!

Berken was right.

Twenty years ago, they might have been able to drive out a child by force, but now that he was an adult, things were different.

By the looks of him, he seemed to have gained considerable experience through hardship.

Could the Imperial Guard or the Empire's knights subdue him? Absolutely not.

Even when he was a child twenty years ago, hardly anyone could confront him recklessly.

"Let's not waste any more time and get this done quickly."

Berken said.

"Let's draft a memorandum, have everyone sign it, document it, and wrap this up."

"A-a memorandum?"

"What? Don't tell me you were planning to settle this with a verbal agreement? I'm not that stupid. Youngest, bring me a pen and paper."

As the 4th Prince hesitantly offered writing materials, the 1st Prince reached for the pen.

"Ah-ah."

But Berken grabbed it first.

"I'm in the superior position now, aren't I?"

While Berken wrote the memorandum with scratching sounds, the Emperor and the princes awkwardly glanced at each other.

"There, that should do it."

After completing the document, Berken handed it to the Emperor.

"Sign it."

The Emperor reluctantly scrawled his signature, and Berken stood up with satisfaction, taking the document to the Emperor's desk.

After rummaging through the drawers, Berken soon found the Emperor's seal and stamped it prominently in the center of the document.

"With this, the memorandum is concluded. If either party breaks it..."

Berken didn't finish his sentence and just smiled.

"Then right now, the 2nd Princess..."

"No."

Berken interrupted the Emperor and shook his head.

"I'm tired from the long journey. First, I need to eat and get some sleep. Is my old room still there? Surely you haven't gotten rid of it?"

After Berken strode out of the office.

"You son of a bitch!!"

The Emperor lunged forward and grabbed the 1st Prince by the collar.

"You deserve to be killed! I should tear you limb from limb!!"

"Father, you said all the princes! If you meant to exclude the 3rd Prince, you should have said so!"

"His title as prince was revoked, so why would he still be considered a prince!"

"Didn't you just agree to reinstate him?"

"That was after he arrived here!"

The Emperor was about to lose his mind at the 1st Prince's stupid response.

"Ah, I almost forgot."

Suddenly the door opened, and Berken poked his head in.

"My subordinates will be coming in, so please open the gates for them."

"Subordinates...?"

"They must be very hungry too. Well then."

As soon as the door closed, the Emperor and the 1st Prince rushed to the window.

"Oh shit..."

The 1st Prince cursed under his breath as he saw the figures crossing the drawbridge.

"Berken, you bastard, what the hell have you been doing for the past twenty years..."

Meanwhile, the Emperor turned to the other princes and shouted.

"Quickly, call the Chief Magician! Hurry! It's urgent!"

As the princes ran out, the Emperor hastily picked up a pen and began writing a letter.

He's not alone but has brought a string of others into the Imperial Castle?

We can't stop them. Absolutely cannot stop them.

This isn't just a security issue—the entire Imperial Castle could be doomed!

Linus, only Linus can help! I must summon Linus!

# # # # #

The second semester had begun, and as usual, I was wandering around campus with nothing to do.

More precisely, I was mostly sitting in the dessert café.

I didn't want to walk around in the scorching sun since it was so hot.

Sitting under a parasol in front of the dessert café, picking fights with passing students while enjoying cool drinks was the highlight of my day.

It's been hard to see Kirrin lately.

After clearing up the misunderstanding with Nemara, Kirrin has now fully become the Principal of the Academy.

Of course, she was the Principal before, but strictly speaking, she had considered herself Nemara's puppet back then.

Now that she realized that wasn't the case and that Nemara truly cared for and loved her, she finally gained the full qualifications of a Principal.

These days, Kirrin is very busy pushing forward with Academy business that had been neglected and postponed.

Consequently, Vice Principal Ismera and Theory Department Head Kaiden have also become busy.

I run into Ismera occasionally, and surprisingly, she doesn't seem displeased but rather looks very happy.

She says that since Kirrin has come to her senses and is working hard, she's also giving her full support.

Ismera has always had great affection for the Academy.

That's a huge relief.

As for Kaiden, he seems to be fulfilling his duties without much thought.

Being so intelligent, he handles the tasks that the two elves are struggling with easily and without much effort.

As for the students.

Merylda is diligently focused on her studies as usual.

Recently, Merylda has developed a new career aspiration: to join the code-breaking unit of the Imperial Castle's Security Office.

It's a place where only the Empire's most brilliant talents can enter, which is perfect for Merylda who struggles in combat but excels in theory.

As for Knightley.

"Professor! Give me an answer quickly!"

"What answer are you talking about?"

"My father clearly mentioned it, but you ran away in the middle!"

What Knightley was referring to was the political marriage that was discussed at the Duke's villa.

The Duke and Duchess's intention to marry me to Knightley.

Are you crazy? She's a minor.

"I'll be an adult soon after graduation! Come on, hurry up!"

"Listen, kid. Why would I block my student's future? After graduation, get a job, meet different people, and then decide. You can't just rush into things without any experience."

"What's there to meet and decide! Just do it! First, let's make babies... Ouch!"

Knightley ran away crying after getting a knock on the head.

"Getting so cheeky, tsk tsk."

Then Hindrasta appeared in front of me, clicking her tongue.

"What do you want now?"

"Hey, Dian."

"What?"

"Let's do it."

"No."

As Hindrasta was about to get angry, a teaching assistant approached from the other side.

"Head Professor. A letter has arrived for you."

"Thank you. On your way back, please take her with you. Classes have started, and she's still hanging around here."

"Let go of me!"

After the assistant dragged Hindrasta away, I opened the letter.

There was no sender indicated, and the content was brief.

'Come rescue your future wife. Right now.'

What is this? Who's playing a prank now?

I crumpled the letter and tossed it into the trash can.
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"I have no idea how long they plan to keep eating and drinking like that."

The 1st Prince complained, arms crossed as he looked out the window.

Against the gradually darkening sky, one of the towers in the main castle was brightly lit.

That was where Berken and his subordinates were staying, and the raucous noise could be heard even from here.

The Emperor raised his hand dismissively at the 1st Prince's complaint.

"Right now, there's no one in the Imperial Castle who can stand against Mirelis except for those fellows. Since things have come to this, we must humor them and use them to our advantage."

"That may be true, but what will you do after Mirelis is eliminated? What if that bastard suddenly declares he wants to be Emperor... Ow!"

The 1st Prince cowered after being hit in the forehead by a crystal ashtray thrown by the Emperor.

"Linus will come. Linus will deal with them. Linus will certainly do that."

"Urgh... Will Lord Linus... really do that for us...?"

"Of course! Those people are villains! If the Hero doesn't punish such people, who will?"

"But when exactly is Lord Linus coming? We sent a letter this afternoon."

"How would I know that!"

The Emperor's face turned red as he shouted.

Not because his blood pressure had risen, but because a bright red flame had shot up outside.

"Fire!!"

Someone shouted, and the 1st Prince looked out the window and screamed.

"The, the tower is on fire!"

"What?!"

The tower where Berken and his group were staying was engulfed in flames, burning fiercely.

Could Mirelis have made the first move?!

No. They cannot die now!

"Put out the fire! Call the mages! Put it out!"

Mages were mobilized for the sudden major fire in the Imperial Castle.

But being mages didn't mean they had any special methods.

All they could do was magically draw water from the fire reserves and spray it on the tower, but the flames were so intense that the water evaporated before it could even reach them.

To control flames of that magnitude would require weather-altering magic to make it rain, but only a grand mage could even attempt such a spell.

"It's collapsing! Everyone get back!"

As the beams gave way to the flames, the mages scattered in confusion.

At this rate, anyone inside would have already died, either burned or suffocated.

They needed to focus their efforts on preventing the fire from spreading elsewhere.

"Abandon the tower! Move to the main castle!"

Just as the Chief Mage was giving instructions, something suddenly emerged from an explosion of sparks within the flames.

"This is quite hot, isn't it?"

Berken, his entire body on fire, pushed aside debris and strode out.

"Very hot indeed. I never expected such a grand welcome."

Berken cackled as he casually brushed off the flames with his hands.

As the flames subsided, his melted skin and burned hair regenerated instantly.

Seeing this, the Chief Mage felt his heart sink to the pit of his stomach.

Could it be...

"Don't dawdle! Come out now!"

At Berken's command, his subordinates emerged from various places.

All of them, like Berken, were rapidly recovering from their damaged bodies.

"I was planning to have a calm conversation with my sister, but since she's made the first move, I have no choice."

As his subordinates gathered, Berken addressed the mages.

"Get out of my way."

His presence was so intimidating that the mages silently stepped aside.

Berken and his group descended the stairs leading to the underground of the main castle, broke through several layers of iron doors, and entered the Security Office.

"Come out, Mirelis! Let's greet each other, dear sister!"

But there was no response at all.

Feeling something was off, Berken gestured to his subordinates, who quickly dispersed into the complex corridors of the Security Office.

Shortly after, they returned and communicated with hand signs or whatever body parts served that function.

'No one here,' 'Completely empty.'

Upon receiving the report, Berken laughed loudly.

"As expected of Mirelis! Cunning fox! You already dug your escape tunnel!"

Berken pointed at his subordinates.

"There must be a passage leading outside the Imperial Castle somewhere here. Spread out! I don't care about the others, but we must capture the 2nd Princess!"

# # # # #

"The fire has caught properly."

The aide-de-camp said, sticking his head out of the carriage window to look back.

"Has the relocation of the Security Office's key functions been completed?" asked the 2nd Princess, sitting with her arms crossed.

"Yes, Your Highness. As you instructed beforehand, they've been dispersed to various branches."

The moment Berken entered the Imperial Castle, the 2nd Princess had issued orders.

She ordered the evacuation of the Security Office personnel and confidential materials from beneath the castle.

Following the underground evacuation routes, agents quickly moved outside the Imperial Castle with the classified information.

According to plan, they scattered to designated branches and front companies.

The Security Office would continue to function throughout the Empire, protected by regionally stationed legions.

These legions were all commanded by officers who had served under the 2nd Princess during the war and could march on the Imperial Castle at her command.

This was thanks to the emergency evacuation plan the 2nd Princess had steadily prepared over the past decade.

Even if Berken's group raided the Security Office now, they would find nothing of value.

All that remained was to wait for Dian to arrive.

Once Dian came and eliminated the secret prince and his group, everything would be over.

Using the pretext that they had invited the secret prince who threatened the Empire's existence, the 2nd Princess would depose the Emperor and all the princes, then make the 4th Princess the new Emperor.

But Dian hadn't arrived yet.

Concerned that the letter might be intercepted, she hadn't included the sender's name, but Dian should have understood.

Given that he had first proposed the political marriage, he should have understood the message to "come rescue his future wife" and rushed to the Imperial Castle immediately.

Could it be that the letter truly hadn't reached Dian?

When Dian still hadn't arrived by sunset, the 2nd Princess disbanded all the special task force members secretly infiltrating the Imperial Castle.

The 3rd Prince Berken possessed a unique ability.

He could instantly drain an opponent's life force, killing them. And he had various other abilities as well.

Similar to how frequent inbreeding produced imbeciles like the 4th Princess, such a monster had emerged as a mutation.

If that was the case, the subordinates he kept around must all be powerful too.

The group that had entered the Imperial Castle earlier that day didn't even look human—they resembled monsters.

Even with many special task force members, subduing them was uncertain. The process would only result in heavy casualties.

So the 2nd Princess, following her plan, dispersed the Security Office and took a carriage to the Academy.

She intended to meet Dian directly and request his help.

She didn't expect anything from Lord Linus.

He was too rigid and would never act unless he personally witnessed Berken committing evil deeds.

Only Dian. Only Dian could...

CRASH-!!

Suddenly, the carriage roof was pierced, and long, sharp claws came down right in front of the 2nd Princess's face.

If Sharian, sitting opposite her, hadn't grabbed her ankle in time to pull her torso down, her head would have been impaled.

It had been a divine move to assign the dark elves incorporated into the Security Office to close protection rather than deploying them on missions.

Sharian immediately reached out and grabbed the aide-de-camp by the collar, shoving him to the floor.

Another set of claws narrowly missed, striking the backrest of the cushion where the aide had been sitting.

"Wh-what's happening?!"

"Sister! It's a monster! On the roof!" Jakrion shouted from the driver's seat as he pulled the reins.

"Everyone stay down."

Sharian climbed onto the carriage roof through the window.

As soon as she got up there, Sharian spread her legs wide and flattened herself against the roof.

Claws grazed by, cutting off some of her hair, which scattered in all directions.

Monster? Human? What is that thing?

What stood on the carriage roof was neither monster nor human.

Its body was clearly human, but instead of hands and feet, it had long claws at the ends of its limbs.

Even more disturbing, two additional arms protruded from its sides, making it look like a giant spider.

With its claws embedded in the roof, it silently stared at Sharian.

Sharian sprang up and threw several daggers from her bosom.

The claws moved at an imperceptible speed, deflecting all the daggers.

Incredible reaction speed. One moment of carelessness would be fatal.

"Sister! We're entering the city!"

Meanwhile, the carriage was entering the downtown area of the capital, Kalvasar.

They had to pass through here to reach the Special Mission Academy.

It wasn't very late, so the streets were still crowded with people.

Sharian quickly assessed the situation.

It's too cramped here to fight this thing.

It would be much more advantageous to abandon the carriage and go down to the street.

Jakrion and I might be able to handle it somehow.

In the meantime, if we could send the 2nd Princess to the Academy...

"Ah!"

One of the creature's arms extended and sliced through the neck of the horse pulling the carriage.

It happened so quickly there wasn't even time to react.

As the horse collapsed, the carriage lost balance and began to tilt violently.

# # # # #

"How long are you going to follow me?"

"Let's do it."

"I'm going to work right now."

"Is drinking alcohol work?"

"Don't you know that company dinners are an extension of work?"

"Then let's do it nearby after you're done. Dragons always repay both grudges and favors."

"Oh, stop being ridiculous."

Right now, I'm on my way to attend the Combat Department's dinner celebrating the start of the semester.

But Hindrasta suddenly climbed into my carriage and has been sticking to me all the way here.

Should I just throw her out?

"Huh? Why is that like that?"

Just then, Hindrasta pointed out the window.

"Something's wrong over there."

"I'm not falling for that."

"I'm serious, something's really wrong!"

As Hindrasta insisted, I glanced out the window and immediately stood up.

A carriage was crashing to the ground.

"Tell the professors I'll be a bit late."

I opened the carriage door and jumped out.
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The carriage crashed into the ground, its rear lifting upward.

Jakrion threw himself sideways from the driver's seat as the carriage flipped completely, landing roof-first on the ground.

After rolling across the ground, Jakrion sprang to his feet and rushed to the carriage, yanking open the door.

The door, twisted from the impact, barely opened until he practically tore it off, allowing the 2nd Princess and her aide to crawl out.

"Are you alright, Your Highness?"

"I'm fine. More importantly, what was that?"

"I'm not certain. Likely one of those creatures that entered the Imperial Castle with that secret prince."

The monster that had attacked the carriage made a great leap after overturning it, landing in the street.

It had a humanoid torso but with six limbs and long claws—a grotesque appearance that sent people screaming and fleeing.

Sharian glanced at the carriage while drawing threads from her sleeves.

The horses were dead, and the carriage was overturned beyond repair.

Fortunately, there were plenty of carriages along the street. They could commandeer one and rush to the Academy.

She would bind the monster's feet while they evacuated the 2nd Princess.

"Jakrion!"

Having worked together for so long, Jakrion understood everything Sharian meant just by calling his name.

"Your Highness! This way!"

Jakrion pulled the 2nd Princess toward a carriage abandoned by its fleeing driver.

When the monster turned upon seeing the 2nd Princess moving, Sharian drew threads from both sleeves and wrapped them around the creature.

She planned to keep it bound until the 2nd Princess was far enough away, then disappear into the gaps between buildings.

But Sharian's plan failed.

The monster cut through all her threads with its claws.

How?! Even ogres couldn't break these tough threads!

Worse still, the cunning monster kept one thread intact and began pulling it like a fishing line.

Sharian was helplessly dragged toward the monster by its tremendous strength.

If this continued, she'd be within range of those claws!

Just as the claws came flying at her, Sharian released the thread and leaped high, performing a somersault to evade.

"Damn it."

Jakrion cursed as he saw the monster, having shaken off Sharian, rapidly approaching.

"Take the reins!"

Jakrion grabbed the aide by the collar, shoved him onto the driver's seat, and rushed forward while fitting brass knuckles onto his hands.

"We'll hold it off while you escape!"

"Clang!"

Jakrion shouted as he blocked the descending claws with his knuckles.

"Hiyah!"

As the aide set the carriage in motion, the monster turned its body again.

"Grab it! Don't let it go after them!"

Sharian and Jakrion rushed in, desperately preventing the monster from pursuing the carriage.

Suddenly, the monster stopped attacking and began trembling violently.

"What's it doing?"

"Gasp!"

The monster's belly swelled rapidly, then tore open, revealing a smaller monster covered in bodily fluids!

Though smaller, it was still about the size of a decent calf, with multiple claws that made it extremely threatening.

The smaller creature spun around and began chasing the carriage at incredible speed.

"Catch that thing!"

But Sharian and Jakrion couldn't pursue it.

Another arm had sprouted from the main monster's torso.

Now the monster had eight limbs total. There was nowhere to dodge.

The claws were too powerful for close combat.

But Jakrion specialized in knuckle fighting, and Sharian's threads were useless now.

They decided to draw its attention as long as possible before finding the right moment to disappear.

"Let's go."

Jakrion and Sharian sprang forward simultaneously.

"Ugh!" "Gah!"

The Dark Elves were struck by the side of lightning-fast claws and crashed into a shop's counter.

Still, they must have landed a successful hit in that brief moment, as two of the monster's arms fell severed to the ground.

Screech-screech—

The monster approached the Dark Elves, its claws scraping against the stone pavement.

Crack-crack—

The monster, having grown two new arms from its back, raised its claws high.

Whoosh—

With a sound like a whistling wind, the claws flying toward the Dark Elves were severed.

"What the hell is this?"

The monster turned toward the voice.

Dian, with his shaggy brown hair, stood with hands on his hips, looking up at the monster.

"Not a magical beast, not human either. Some kind of chimera? Disgusting."

Angered by its severed claws, the monster tried to pull out new ones from its back.

"Professor! Be careful!"

"That's completely revolting!"

Dian exclaimed in horror as claws tore through the monster's back, and he threw wild punches.

Thud-thud-thud-thud!!

The monster, reduced to a bloody pulp, collapsed to the ground.

"Ugh, seriously."

Dian shook off the bodily fluids and blood from his hands in disgust.

"What are you two doing here anyway?"

The Dark Elves snapped back to attention at Dian's question.

"The 2nd Princess! The 2nd Princess is in danger!"

# # # # #

While the Dark Elves were occupied with the monster, the aide was frantically urging the horse forward.

The creature that had burst from the monster's belly was pursuing the carriage at tremendous speed.

"Out of the way!"

People quickly moved aside, startled by the rapidly approaching carriage.

However, other carriages couldn't move as quickly as pedestrians, and the 2nd Princess's carriage began breaking apart as it collided with others.

The 2nd Princess kicked open the tattered door and leaned out. She held a knife in her hand.

"Keep going. I'll handle this creature."

The 2nd Princess swung her knife at the smaller monster that had drawn up right beside the carriage.

The small monster braked sharply and avoided the blade.

After slowing down and moving behind the carriage, the small monster suddenly vanished from sight.

Without hesitation, the 2nd Princess thrust her knife upward through the ceiling.

Feeling something being pierced, she twisted the knife as she withdrew it, then quickly threw it to the floor.

A viscous acidic liquid was dissolving the blade and dripping down to the handle.

"It's on the roof! Moving toward the front! Be careful!"

"Ahhh!"

The aide screamed just as the 2nd Princess finished her warning.

The small monster had jumped from the roof onto the horse's back and spewed green acidic fluid from its mouth.

As the horse's skin dissolved, exposing bone, the 2nd Princess shouted:

"Jump!"

The aide and the 2nd Princess leaped out as the carriage continued its charge, smashing into a building wall and shattering to pieces.

"Your Highness!"

"A knife! Get a knife!"

The 2nd Princess urgently called out, pushing away the aide who was trying to support her.

The small monster approached, pushing aside the debris.

Up close, the creature was truly bizarre.

It had an abnormally large human head with eight claws. The saliva dripping from its mouth made the stone pavement sizzle and smoke.

"Your Highness! I'll protect you!"

The aide stood firmly, pointing his knife forward.

An aura gradually began emanating from his body.

The aide's ability to use aura, which only those with innate talent could wield, came from his background as a senior knight of the Imperial Knights.

During the war, he had nearly died following orders for a reckless cavalry charge, but was saved by a special unit led by the 2nd Princess. Since then, he had been blindly loyal to her.

"I'll cut you in half!"

The aide lunged forward, exploding with aura.

Just as he thrust his knife, the small monster vanished.

"No!"

He quickly turned his body, but the small monster had already appeared behind him and was rushing toward the 2nd Princess.

The 2nd Princess, without a weapon since her knife had dissolved, picked up a rock from the ground.

"Your Highness!"

Wham!!

Dian appeared from the side and kicked the small monster away.

"This is disgusting, seriously!"

Dian removed his shoes in disgust as they dissolved from the acidic fluid.

"What is this thing, really?"

Dian bent down to examine the remains of the small monster, which had burst like a tomato.

"Not human, not a magical beast..."

"Dian."

The 2nd Princess called to him.

"You're a bit later than I expected."

"What? Late for what?"

The 2nd Princess shook her head at the question mark appearing on Dian's face.

"No, I'm grateful you came at all."

"What is this thing anyway?"

Dian nudged the dead small monster with his toe.

"And that larger one over there that seems to be its mother. What kind of trouble have you gotten into that has these monsters chasing you? And where were you rushing to in a carriage at this hour?"

"Let's head to the Academy first."

"The Academy?"

"These creatures might not be the end of it."

"Hmm, I don't know what's going on, but let's do that. Hey, you there!"

Dian called to a carriage driver nearby.

"We need to go to the Academy!"

"N-no, I won't go!"

When the driver, completely terrified by the monster's appearance, waved his hands in refusal, Dian shouted:

"Double the fare! This beautiful lady will pay!"

"Please get in right away!"

The carriage departed once the Dark Elves joined them.

"Dian."

The 2nd Princess, sitting across from him, spoke.

"I've thought deeply about your proposal."

"My proposal?"

"It's not a bad idea. Seeing you rush to save me like this, I understand your sincerity."

"Me?"

"If there are no major issues, I'd like to proceed as soon as possible, but the situation isn't favorable right now."

"What are you talking about?"

"Even commoners have various complicated procedures for marriage, let alone following the Imperial Court's protocols, which requires sufficient time."

"Marriage?"

"Yes, Dian. Marriage."

Dian stared blankly at the 2nd Princess.

*What is she talking about? Did she hit her head earlier? What nonsense is this?*

"Yes, well... haha."

The 2nd Princess smiled at Dian's reaction.

*He even knows how to be shy. Quite cute.*
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On the way to the academy, the 2nd Princess explained the whole situation.

"A secret prince?"

"Yes. He's my half-brother and the Empire's 3rd Prince."

"So there really was a secret prince?"

"He was exiled when he was young."

After hearing why the 3rd Prince was exiled, I quickly searched through my knowledge of the original story.

I don't know.

There wasn't any character with such a unique background in the original story.

If there had been, I would have known about it already.

So is this some hidden setting that wasn't in the original story?

Or is this just something happening in the world after the original ending without any particular storyline?

For example, Hindrasta being forcibly polymorphed and banished to the human world wasn't in the original story.

The secret prince must be something similar.

"So you tried to strike first? Trying to burn him to death?"

"It seems I failed."

"So that's why you were fleeing from the Imperial Castle. But why didn't you go to another safe branch or the Esto Trading Company?"

"Esto Trading Company? How could you possibly know about that?"

# # # # #

The 2nd Princess was secretly surprised.

Even for someone like Dian, she hadn't expected him to know about the Esto Trading Company's true identity.

The Esto Trading Company was the 2nd Princess's special task force, created in secret to avoid the eyes of the Imperial Castle.

She thought she had hidden it perfectly with various institutional and administrative measures and all sorts of deception tactics, but he mentioned it so casually?

Could he have figured everything out just by glancing at the founding ceremony that one time?

As expected of you, Dian...

# # # # #

I shrugged at the 2nd Princess's question.

How would I know about Esto or whatever?

That time during the competition, I went to see the 2nd Princess to get permission to use illusion magic, and it happened to be the trading company's founding ceremony.

The clever Kaiden told me various things there, which is how I figured it out.

"I just happened to find out. But why are you coming to the academy instead of going to one of those places?"

"Isn't that obvious?"

The 2nd Princess asked back as if wondering why I would ask such a stupid question.

What's obvious about it?

Did she think the combat professors were stronger than the Esto special agents?

"The professors won't do."

"What do you mean?"

"The professors need to teach the students. Graduation is just a few months away."

"Of course. What else would professors do if not teach children?"

"Exactly."

The 2nd Princess stared at me for a moment before speaking.

"What are you going to do?"

"About what?"

"The secret prince has returned to the Imperial Castle. He's siding with the Emperor and trying to eliminate me."

"That's quite an unfortunate situation. Still, hang in there."

The 2nd Princess closed her mouth and stared at me.

"What?"

"What are you planning to do?"

"Pardon?"

I don't understand why she keeps asking such vague questions.

"After he eliminates me, he'll surely try to kill all the other princes and princesses. He's full of hatred for the Emperor and the Imperial Castle for exiling him."

"That seems possible. People naturally want more—if you sit, you want to lie down; if you lie down, you want to sleep."

"What do you mean?"

"I mean, people always want to move toward something better. Now that he's at the Imperial Castle, it's only natural he'd want to go all the way to the Emperor, isn't it?"

"Ah, I see. That's a metaphor I've never heard before. I thought there might be some other important message."

What message? I absolutely hate beating around the bush like politicians or religious doctrines.

"So it's a very difficult situation."

"It seems so. Isn't that what politics is all about?"

"What would you do?"

"Excuse me?"

Seriously, why does she keep doing this?

Is she asking what I would do if I were in her position? I have zero interest in such power struggles.

"Are you asking me? I'm someone who has no interest in that sort of thing."

# # # # #

The 2nd Princess smiled slightly at Dian's response.

No interest in politics?

Then what about all those secret pieces of advice he'd been giving her?

Was he hiding his true intentions in front of his future wife?

There's no need for that, Dian.

You and I are the same kind of people.

Because we have great power and ability, we should be in positions that match them.

It's only natural to want what you deserve if you're qualified enough.

There's nothing wrong with pursuing power.

# # # # #

"It's nothing to be ashamed of or strange about, Dian."

"Pardon?"

"You can learn it step by step."

"Ah, yes..."

It seems the 2nd Princess has suffered a serious head injury.

"So what are you going to do now?"

"I need to eliminate the 3rd Prince and his faction."

"That's probably the best solution."

She's saying there are multiple of those insane monster-like guys.

It's questionable whether the 2nd Princess's forces can handle them.

She could bring her controlled legion into the Imperial Castle, but that might risk being charged with treason.

The special task force would be even more difficult.

Considering what the 2nd Princess told me about her subordinates, it seems the only way to subdue them would be through brute force.

However, the special task force specializes in infiltration and assassination, which doesn't match up well.

One way or another, the 2nd Princess is in a tough spot.

I hope she resolves it well.

The 2nd Princess is capable and strong-willed, so she'll find a way somehow.

I feel it again—leaving the Imperial Castle ten years ago was truly a brilliant decision.

If I had stayed there, I would probably be caught in the middle of this complicated whirlwind now.

I'm definitely suited to be a supporting character who stays one step away from the core.

# # # # #

"That's probably the best solution."

After answering that way, Dian closed his mouth and fell into thought.

Was he devising a brilliant strategy to subdue Berken's faction in one fell swoop?

After a moment, Dian spoke.

"Well, in Your Highness's current situation, that would be the most effective solution."

"Can you help me succeed?"

"Of course. I'll cheer for you. You can do it, Your Highness."

At Dian's answer, the Princess inwardly tilted her head in confusion.

So... is he saying he'll help?

He must mean he'll help.

All the messages he had sent her so far indicated that he would support her from behind.

Yes, Dian. We're in this together.

You and I will overturn this rotten imperial family.

And when we usher in a new era, I'll be by your side.

# # # # #

"Of course. I'll cheer for you. You can do it, Your Highness."

Since I have absolutely no intention of getting involved in such a muddy fight, I'm just offering moral support.

Meanwhile, the carriage arrived at the academy.

"So you're going straight back to the Imperial Castle now?"

"Will that be all right?"

"Pardon? Why wouldn't it be all right?"

"I suppose there's no reason it wouldn't be."

What is she talking about?

"So you're going back now, right?"

"Time is of the essence, Dian."

"I understand. Are you two going with Her Highness as well?"

Jakrion and Sharian, who were riding on top of the carriage, answered that they would.

"Understood. Well then."

After getting out of the carriage, I closed the door and shouted to the driver.

"Back to the Imperial Castle! Double the fare! The silver-haired beauty with blue eyes will pay!"

"Yes, sir!"

The excited driver urged the horses and the carriage departed.

# # # # #

As the carriage jolted forward, the aide-de-camp asked in confusion.

"Your Highness! Why isn't that man coming with us?"

The 2nd Princess was equally confused.

What are you thinking, Dian?

Are you perhaps planning some kind of diversion?

Like we draw attention by going through the front gate while you climb over the walls as usual and attack from behind?

"Huh?! Your Highness! Look at him!"

At the aide's words, the 2nd Princess leaned her upper body out the window and looked back.

Dian was strolling into the academy with his hands behind his back.

"Stop the carriage!"

When the aide shouted frantically, the driver hurriedly brought the carriage to a stop.

The aide jumped out of the carriage and ran toward Dian.

"Mr. Dian!"

"Yes?"

"What are you planning to do?!"

"I'm going home."

"Home? What do you mean?"

"My home. It's night now. The dinner party ran late, so I'm just heading back."

"Weren't you going to the Imperial Castle?"

"The Imperial Castle? Weren't you the ones going there?"

"Don't we need to defeat the secret prince's faction?!"

"Her Highness said she would do that."

As the cross-talk continued, the aide couldn't hold back and grabbed Dian's shoulders, shaking him.

"That's why you need to go with her and help her!"

"Me? Why?"

"Obviously for your future wife!"

"Future wife? Huh?"

Dian snapped his fingers as if he'd realized something.

"So you were the one who sent that letter?"

"You received the letter? Then why didn't you come right away?!"

"I thought someone was playing a prank. But, Aide-de-camp."

Dian stepped back with a somewhat uncomfortable expression.

"Why are you saying you're my future wife?"

"What?"

"Why did you send me such a letter? Are you a woman? With short hair?"

"No, that's not, how could..."

The aide was speechless, mouth hanging open.

"There seems to have been a misunderstanding."

The 2nd Princess, who had gotten out of the carriage, approached with clicking footsteps and smiled.

"My aide did send the letter, but I wrote the content."

"Oh, really?"

"Yes, Dian. Do you understand now?"

"No? Who exactly is this future wife you're talking about?"

"It's me."

"Pardon?"

"I said it's me, Dian."

"Ah, yes... hmm..."

She must have really suffered a serious head injury...
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"So, Dian. What will you do?" the 2nd Princess asked again.

"Will you come with me to the Imperial Castle?"

"No. I won't go."

Dian refused.

"Why not?"

"I don't have any reason to go to the Imperial Castle, do I?"

"Reasons aren't found, Dian, they're created. Come with me to the Imperial Castle. Let's kill the 3rd Prince and restore order to the chaos."

The 2nd Princess spoke firmly.

"If we eliminate the 3rd Prince, you and I will become saviors of the Imperial Castle. We'll ride that momentum straight to the top."

"Riding the momentum straight to the top. In other words, you're suggesting we start a rebellion?"

The aide flinched, and the 2nd Princess shook her head.

"If we succeed, it's a revolution."

"Hmm, I see."

Dian nodded slowly.

"If we succeed, it would be a revolution. So let me ask you this. What's the point of your revolution?"

"What do you mean?"

"Will you become Emperor? But you're not of the direct bloodline. There will be countless people challenging your legitimacy."

"Those who oppose will not be forgiven," the aide interjected.

Dian chuckled.

"If you kill everyone who opposes you, how will you maintain the Empire? Will you behead all the conservative nobles and high officials in the Noble Council and run this massive country with whoever's left?"

"That's..."

"The Special Task Force and the Legion alone won't be enough. That's why you can't become Emperor, Princess. Even if you did, you'd have to deal with tremendous backlash."

"Then what should I do?" the 2nd Princess asked.

Dian scratched his head.

"If you're really set on becoming Emperor, you'll need a figurehead. Isn't that why you tried to win over the 4th Princess?"

The 2nd Princess was inwardly impressed by Dian's sharp insight.

*He pretends to be indifferent and detached, but he already sees through everything.*

*He wasn't just idling away during those ten years in seclusion.*

*As expected, Dian. You're my ideal husband material.*

*Only you can handle a woman like me.*

# # # # #

I basically repeated what Nemara had told me in the Black Forest, like a parrot.

Only someone of Nemara's caliber could read the political currents; someone like me would just get confused even if told directly.

But the 2nd Princess, not knowing this, nodded repeatedly at my words.

"Everything you said is correct, Dian. Yes. That's the direction I've been planning. Based on the advice you gave me before."

When did I ever give the 2nd Princess advice? I don't remember.

Anyway, the problem now is that the 2nd Princess keeps trying to take me to the Imperial Castle.

She's probably trying to use me to defeat the 3rd Prince's faction.

And then she'll eliminate the other princes too and take everything for herself.

Just thinking about getting involved makes my head throb.

I'm backing out.

The Princess can return to the Imperial Castle or not, that's her business. I need to go home now.

"I should be heading back now."

"Where are you going?"

"Home. I have work tomorrow."

"Then when do you plan to go to the Imperial Castle?"

"Huh? Not today, at the very least."

"I see..."

# # # # #

Dian said he was going home and wouldn't go to the Imperial Castle today.

The aide whispered quietly into the 2nd Princess's ear.

"Your Highness. It seems this man doesn't want to help us. Perhaps he's intimidated by the Secret Prince's involvement?"

"I doubt it. Judging from Dian's past experience, he's not one to get scared and back down so easily."

"Then how do we explain what he just said..."

After pondering for a moment, the 2nd Princess spoke.

"I understand what he means."

"What is it, Your Highness?"

"Dian is waiting for the enemy to lower their guard."

"Lower their guard? Ah!"

The aide realized.

"I see. Right now, their vigilance and fighting spirit are at their peak. Going back to the Imperial Castle now would be like walking into a fire pit."

"Exactly. So Dian wants to wait until the 3rd Prince's faction has settled down somewhat before launching a surprise attack."

"I see... I kept pressuring him without understanding his intentions."

While the aide was reflecting, the 2nd Princess had a new thought.

*Good. Dian's plan is quite logical.*

*But there's one problem.*

*It's unclear where Dian will stay until he makes his move.*

*The 3rd Prince and his monster subordinates are probably searching everywhere for me right now.*

*If I move carelessly, I'll end up in the same situation as earlier in the city.*

"I'm heading home now. Are you all going to keep standing here?" Dian asked.

The Princess smiled.

*I see, Dian. You're offering to protect us at your residence.*

"Very well. We'll all go to Dian's house. Pardon the intrusion."

"What? You're coming to my house?"

"You know as well as I do that it's the best option right now."

"Hmm, I suppose..."

# # # # #

The 2nd Princess suddenly says she's coming to my house. What's going on?

After a brief consideration, I decided.

I'll let the 2nd Princess and her entourage stay at my house for a while.

Going outside the Academy now could be dangerous.

The 2nd Princess is the chairperson of our Academy.

If she dies, the Emperor's faction, which has been waiting for an opportunity, might shut down our Academy.

Plus, too many people would suffer from the 2nd Princess's death.

The professors and students at our Academy would be affected, and the Nemara Tribe, who betrayed the Emperor, would also be in trouble.

That absolutely cannot happen.

"Alright. Let's go to my house."

I led the Princess's group to my home.

The Dark Elves parted ways at the dormitory, saying they were going to meet Kirrin.

When we arrived home, Olicia came out to greet us.

"Didn't you say you were going to a company dinner?"

"Something came up. Prepare rooms for these people."

Olicia squinted at the Princess and the aide standing behind me.

"Are they your friends?"

"Yes. Give the lady a room upstairs, and the man can sleep on the sofa."

"Why do I have to sleep on the sofa?" the aide asked.

"Because we don't have enough rooms. Unless you want to share a bed with me?"

"Eek!?"

The aide vehemently declined and ended up with blankets on the sofa.

"Let's take turns bathing. Olicia, please show the lady the way."

"Yes, understood!"

# # # # #

The 2nd Princess followed the young girl named Olicia to the bathroom.

Like the rest of the house, the bathroom was very neat and clean.

*This young girl seems to be quite good at housekeeping.*

"Your name is Olicia, right? Are you Dian's maid?"

"In a way."

"What do you mean?"

"To be precise, I'm not a maid but family living together."

"Family? Are you perhaps Dian's daughter?"

Olicia laughed at the 2nd Princess's guess.

"No, nothing like that. Dian is unmarried."

"Then what do you mean by family?"

While preparing the bath, Olicia briefly explained how Dian had taken her in.

"I see... A slave girl..."

I never expected Dian to have such a side to him.

The more I learn about him, the more attracted I become.

"Now take off your clothes. Oh my goodness!"

Olicia screamed in surprise when she saw the burn scars covering the Princess's body.

"Startled you, did I?"

"I'm sorry..."

"It's fine. Everyone reacts similarly. By the way."

The 2nd Princess said as she settled into the bath.

"Would you tell me more about Dian?"

"About Dian? There's not much to tell."

"Anything will do. I want to know more about him."

"Hmm... Do you like Dian?"

"Yes."

Olicia's eyes widened at the 2nd Princess's simple affirmation.

"What?!"

"I don't mean common feelings between a man and woman. I admire and look up to strength."

"Is Dian that kind of person?"

"It's hard to think of anyone else but Dian."

"Is that so? How interesting."

Olicia murmured.

"Everyone who knows Dian likes him."

"I'm sure they do. That's the kind of person Dian is."

While bathing, Olicia told the 2nd Princess various stories.

Most were about their time in Brunswell over the past ten years.

Brunswell was a port in a distant neutral country, backward but unlike Kalvasar, very peaceful.

Just listening to Olicia's stories made the 2nd Princess feel as if her stress was melting away.

*I see, Dian.*

*I understand a little better now why you left the Imperial Castle to live in seclusion in such a place.*

# # # # #

After the bath, Kaiden came to the house.

He said he came immediately after hearing from the Dark Elves that the 2nd Princess had arrived.

"Greetings, Your Highness."

"Have you been well?"

Kaiden bowed his head.

"Good timing. Let's check on the situation at the Imperial Castle."

"Understood."

As Kaiden immediately projected an illusion in the air, the 2nd Princess and her aide gasped softly.

The view was from above, looking down at the Imperial Castle.

The first thing visible was a half-collapsed tower billowing black smoke.

"Is that the tower where the 3rd Prince was?"

"Yes. Let's look closer."

As Kaiden lowered the altitude, the situation inside the Imperial Castle became clearer.

Exhausted mages who had been fighting the fire were sitting around, while the Imperial Guard and castle servants were helping them move.

"What is that?"

Something strange was attached to the castle walls in the illusion.

It looked like a giant lizard, but the problem was that it was human.

A human torso with an extremely thick and long tail attached to the rear.

"Where on earth did they bring such crazy monsters from?"

Not just that one—strange creatures were busily moving all over the place.

"They've brought quite a lot."

"Look, someone's coming in through the drawbridge."

At the Princess's words, Kaiden shifted the viewpoint to the drawbridge.

Unlike the others, those entering the drawbridge looked somewhat human.

Though compared to normal people, they were still mutants.

They were moving in formation, surrounding someone in the middle, like escorting a criminal.

As the illusion zoomed in on the person stumbling in the center, the 2nd Princess screamed.

"Mother!!"
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Within the illusion, a middle-aged woman appeared.

She was being dragged away by the 3rd Prince's subordinates while clutching a doll to her chest.

Is that the 2nd Princess's birth mother?

Looking closely, she definitely resembled the princess.

If the 2nd Princess hadn't been scarred by burns, they might have looked identical.

"Don't manhandle my mother!!!"

When one of the 3rd Prince's subordinates roughly grabbed her stumbling mother during the rapid movement, the 2nd Princess screamed as if coughing blood.

She shot up from her chair, looking ready to leap into the illusion at any moment.

Her hand gripping the table's edge trembled violently.

"What in the world is happening!?"

The aide-de-camp's eyes nearly popped out of his head at the sight.

"Her Highness should have escaped with the special task force members according to plan...!"

"That old hag..."

The 2nd Princess gnashed her teeth.

"That old hag who deserves to have her bones picked clean... She must have done this... To use my weakness against me... She must have ordered the 3rd Prince to track down my mother..."

This was the first time I'd seen the 2nd Princess display such intense emotion.

Her fury was so violent that her shoulders seemed to be on fire.

"Aide."

"Yes, Your Highness."

"We're going to the Imperial Castle."

"Understood."

The aide-de-camp rose without hesitation.

The 2nd Princess turned to Kaiden and me.

"I apologize, but could I borrow a carriage or horse? Or you could open a dimensional gate for us."

"No, wait a moment."

I waved my hands at both the aide-de-camp and the 2nd Princess.

"You're going to the Imperial Castle right now?"

"Is there a problem?"

"Of course there's a problem. What exactly do you two plan to do? You said all your special task force members are scattered."

Suddenly, the 2nd Princess knelt down.

Seeing this, the aide-de-camp immediately knelt beside her.

"What are you doing?!"

"Help me, Dian."

The kneeling 2nd Princess said.

"Help me. This is a pure request without any political intentions or schemes. I must save my mother."

I pondered this.

If I get involved now, things will really become troublesome.

If we fail, I'll be an accomplice to rebellion; if we succeed, I'll inevitably get tangled up in something else.

Either way, it's just a headache.

I spent ten years in seclusion to avoid exactly this kind of situation.

But it's not easy to coldly refuse like I normally would.

The 2nd Princess is the chairperson of our academy.

The academy can only continue if she remains safe.

Plus, from our first meeting, she's been almost unconditionally accommodating to me.

Originally, I came as a candidate for principal, but the 2nd Princess changed my position to head professor.

She fully supported all my business ventures and approved my suggestions without hesitation.

If the 2nd Princess had been difficult, I would have faced quite troublesome situations.

And until now, she has never once tried to use me as a tool for her own purposes.

Right. A person shouldn't just take without giving.

Just as I ended my seclusion for Linus, this time I'll help the 2nd Princess who has supported me from behind.

"I was planning to go with you anyway. Please stand up. I really hate this kind of thing."

"Thank you, Dian."

"Don't just thank me with words. You'll have to do something big for me later."

"Understood. You can look forward to it."

After listening to our conversation, Kaiden immediately opened a dimensional gate to the Imperial Castle.

"Kaiden. You stay at the academy. The 3rd Prince's subordinates might track us here. Move with the Dark Elves."

"Understood."

I crossed through the dimensional gate with the princess and her aide-de-camp.

# # # # #

Meanwhile, at the main hall of the Imperial Castle, Berken was drinking heavily.

After sending a tracking team to pursue the 2nd Princess, he had returned.

"Shouldn't you be going out to capture the 2nd Princess by now...?"

Berken frowned at the Emperor's question.

"My subordinates are handling it well, don't worry."

"Still, the commander should be at the scene..."

"Then go yourself, Father. Aren't you the Emperor?"

"Hmm..."

The Emperor, at a loss for words, glared at the 1st Prince.

"You bastard... This is all your fault..."

"It's because you didn't tell us to exclude him when you summoned us, Father...!"

"Father."

The 2nd Prince whispered quietly.

"Let's just call the Imperial Guard and knights to beat him up."

"What?"

"Looking at how things are going, he won't follow our wishes. Let's just get rid of him."

"Hmm..."

Withholding his answer, the Emperor glanced at the window.

Where the hell was Linus? He had sent a letter ages ago, yet there was still no sign of him.

The 3rd Prince, who had been banished due to concerns about his violent nature threatening the empire's safety, had returned with bizarre monster-humans and illegally occupied the Imperial Castle!

Wasn't this sufficient grounds for the righteous Hero to take action?

Had he been deceived by that woman Mirelis?

Had he received orders not to come to the castle to rescue him?

I knew this would happen.

I was suspicious from the moment he suddenly quit being Captain of the Guard to become a senior advisor to the Security Office.

And didn't he try to become the principal of the Special Mission Academy? Pushing out Kirrin whom I had appointed.

I trusted him too much because he was the Hero who killed the Demon King.

I shouldn't have trusted Linus.

As things continued to go wrong, the Emperor began to suspect even Linus.

Just then, the door opened and the 2nd Princess's mother was dragged in.

"Don't touch my child!"

The mother, clutching her doll tightly, spat as she threw a tantrum.

"Never! I won't let anyone take Mirelis away!"

"Ha, completely insane?"

Berken laughed out loud at the sight.

"She seemed like a very intelligent woman before. How did she end up like this? No, no. I get it."

Berken waved his hand without waiting for an answer.

"It's obvious. You were afraid she was too smart and might become a problem later, so you took measures. Right?"

"Not Mirelis, never!!"

The 2nd Princess's mother was putting all her energy into protecting the doll.

Worried that the mother's screams would irritate Berken, the 1st Prince tried to take the doll away.

"Be quiet!"

"Aaaagh! I'll kill you!"

As the 1st Prince and Mirelis's mother struggled over the doll, Berken gave a nod.

One of Berken's subordinates then stomped over and lifted the 1st Prince by the scruff of his neck.

"Leave her be."

Berken sternly addressed the 1st Prince, whose legs were dangling in the air.

"She's just trying to protect her baby. At least she's better than someone who banished his own son because he was afraid of him."

The Emperor hastily averted his gaze when Berken looked at him.

"Urghk!"

The 1st Prince, now back on the ground, made a strange noise and fled behind the Emperor and the other princes.

"Tsk."

Berken looked extremely displeased.

"Anyway, don't worry too much. My people are masters at tracking. Mirelis will probably be back here by sunrise tomorrow. Who knows."

Berken looked at Mirelis's mother, who was still clutching the doll.

"If she learns her mother has been captured, she might crawl back on her own."

"Not Mirelis, never!!!"

Mirelis's mother screamed.

"Ah, you startled me. My ears are going to fall off."

Berken chuckled and waved his hand dismissively at the Emperor's group.

"Now go wash your feet and get some sleep. I still have a lot to do."

With that, he scooped a full ladle of alcohol from an oak barrel and downed it.

After leaving the banquet hall, the Emperor and the princes quickly exchanged opinions on what to do next.

Though I say they exchanged opinions, it was mostly the Emperor's rebukes, the 1st Prince's excuses, and the other princes' whining.

"Hurry and send an urgent letter to Linus telling him to come quickly! Send a messenger!"

"Berken's subordinates are all over the drawbridge now. No one, not even the Imperial Guard, can approach."

"Damn it! Then send a carrier pigeon!"

Shortly after, the Emperor's carrier pigeon flew over the castle walls toward Linus's house.

One of Berken's subordinates, lazily lying on the drawbridge, spotted it and raised a finger.

Another subordinate on the other side licked his lips and fired a spine from his back.

The spine pierced the pigeon, and the subordinate deliciously chewed the fallen bird.

They had caught and eaten another one flying out earlier today.

The subordinate, after a satisfied burp, leaned back against the castle gate.

These were chimeras created by Berken's sinister and mysterious ability to combine corpse fragments.

They had very low intelligence and were loyal only to Berken.

So when a person stepped onto the drawbridge, they immediately growled and rose.

They had been ordered to kill anyone trying to enter the castle at this hour.

Except for the silver-haired, blue-eyed woman.

But the person who appeared now was neither silver-haired, blue-eyed, nor a woman.

A brown-haired man who didn't match any of Berken's criteria.

He should be killed.

The subordinates roared and charged forward.

# # # # #

KWAAANG-!!!

The wall shook, and stone dust fell from the ceiling.

"Something's come."

Berken, who had been drinking, got up with a grin.

As he left the banquet hall, one of his subordinates hurriedly approached, gesturing wildly.

'A madman has come, boss!!!! We can't stop him!!!!'

"Useless fools. I'll handle it."

Outside the main hall was chaos.

From the castle gate to here, his subordinates had been helplessly pushed back, with destruction everywhere and corpses of his men strewn about.

This is quite a boisterous guest.

Is it Mirelis herself? Or those elite agents who follow her?

That's when Berken noticed something.

Through the thick dust cloud, he caught a momentary flash of light.

With animal instinct, Berken twisted his body.

The attacker, tearing through the smoke, narrowly missed Berken, cutting only his silver hair.

With beast-like dynamic vision, Berken could clearly see the face of his attacker in that instant.

"Huh?! Dian?!"

At that sound, Dian's eyes turned to Berken's face.

"Brother Terbal?!"
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Kaiden's dimensional gate opened near the Imperial Castle.

Emerging from the gate, I saw that the castle fire had already subsided. Smoke still rose, but no flames were visible.

"There are some extremely strange creatures at the drawbridge," said Sharian, the dark elf who could see far even in darkness.

"They're completely different from the ones who attacked our carriage, but those bizarre monsters appear to be the secret prince's subordinates."

"They've sealed off the castle," the 2nd Princess said.

"It seems they plan to go beyond simply helping to attack me."

"You mean something like usurping the throne?"

"Exactly. But it won't be easy. He's already been banished and removed from the imperial family."

"What if he was promised reinstatement in exchange for his help? Wouldn't that change things?"

Concern flashed across the 2nd Princess's face at my words.

"If he made such a foolish agreement, the Emperor and all princes would die by Berken's hand the moment he's reinstated. That man has no sense of restraint. He might commit slaughter simply because he wants to sit on the throne."

"Hmm, I see..."

There's something I've been feeling since I first met the 2nd Princess in the city.

She keeps describing this 3rd Prince as an absolute villain who deserves death without question, but somehow I can't fully sympathize with her view.

From what I can piece together of the timeline, the 2nd Princess hasn't actually spent much time with this rogue 3rd Prince, right? And what little time they did spend together was during childhood.

So it's reasonable to assume the 2nd Princess doesn't really know much about the 3rd Prince's true character.

Yes, he's supposedly violent and has returned home after 20 years to cause trouble, but isn't it natural to harbor some resentment when you were exiled as a child and forced to wander for 20 years?

I'd understand if she said the Emperor was the one who deserved to die, or if she cursed the other princes...

Well, anyway, I've agreed to help the 2nd Princess.

Though bringing his senile mother along was crossing a line.

"Let's go then."

As I moved forward, the 2nd Princess grabbed my arm.

"Wait. There's another way."

"Another way?"

"I've created a passage for infiltrating through the back in case of situations like this. Let's go that way."

The passage the princess described involved circling widely around the left side of the castle, digging a bit into the ground, picking a lock, and so on.

"That's too much trouble. Let's just go through the main gate."

"The main gate is heavily guarded. There are only those creatures at the drawbridge, but many more will be waiting in the courtyard just behind the gate."

"That's exactly why we should use the main gate. If they're all gathered there, it's better for us. We won't have to hunt them down one by one."

"Um, Professor Dian."

My aide raised her hand.

"I know you're incredible, Professor Dian, but I'm also a former Imperial Knight."

"And?"

"I consider myself something of an expert in this field. Let's say we break through the main gate. Of course, you'll handle things efficiently, but what if some enemies slip past and reach Her Highness? Do you have any experience in large-scale battles?"

"No, I don't."

"In large-scale battles, it's extremely difficult to distinguish between friend and foe. So..."

"Then I'll just go in alone."

"What?"

"I'll clear a path, and you can follow behind me."

"What?"

I headed toward the drawbridge, leaving the others behind.

The creatures that had been lying around like satiated beasts slowly rose to their feet.

My goodness, they truly are monsters. The one who attacked our carriage earlier would look like an angel in comparison.

They didn't attack immediately but studied me carefully.

They must have been given a description of the 2nd Princess and ordered to kill anyone who didn't match it.

Once they determined I wasn't the 2nd Princess, they charged at me with horrific screams.

I raised my hand, and Kaiden's attack magic flew from behind, shattering the castle gate.

There seemed to be a brief moment of friction with the castle's protective magic, but Kaiden's spell simply ignored it and broke through.

The impact shattered the semicircular magical barrier protecting the castle.

A sight that would cause stress-induced hair loss for the Chief Magician of the Magic Department.

Now, let's proceed.

I calmly dispatched the monster-humans swarming from all directions as I continued deeper inside.

The 2nd Princess had said that since her original tower had burned down, he would likely be in the main castle's banquet hall.

Where was the main castle again...

"Stop! Move and I'll shoot!"

As I was cutting one attacker in half, someone shouted from the distance.

I turned to see the Chief Magician in a black robe, trembling as he aimed a spell at me.

"It's me. Don't shoot."

"Professor Dian?! Oh, thank the gods!"

The Chief Magician rushed over and grabbed my clothes.

"Have you come to save the castle?"

"What? No... that's not why..."

"He's in the main castle! The mad secret prince is drinking in the banquet hall!"

"I know. That's where I'm headed. But..."

I pushed away the Chief Magician who was clutching my clothes desperately.

"What are the magicians and the imperial guards doing? What about the Imperial Knights? If you all worked together, you could probably subdue him."

"Didn't you see on your way in? Those chimeras are beyond what humans can handle!"

"But if the Emperor ordered it, you'd have to do it, right? He's been banished anyway. He's not even a prince anymore."

"His Majesty signed a document reinstating him! If we attack first, it would be treason!"

"Then the Emperor just needs to give the order, doesn't he?"

"Well... I'm not sure what His Majesty's intentions are..."

I get it now.

The Emperor is hedging his bets, using the 3rd Prince to eliminate the 2nd Princess.

"Sigh, writing such a document. What a foolish old man. He's practically offering his own neck."

The Chief Magician flinched when I called the Emperor a foolish old man.

"The atmosphere was so intimidating... His Majesty did send a letter to Lord Linus, but Lord Linus hasn't come."

"Linus? He needs to be at home taking care of his child. Forget it. Let's resolve this among the unmarried folks."

Just then, a heavy presence surged forward.

Through the dust, something powerful seemed to have appeared.

Given that I hadn't felt this kind of presence from any of the monsters I'd killed from the drawbridge to here, the 3rd Prince must be beyond that dust cloud.

"Step back."

As the Chief Magician sensed the danger and fled, I rushed forward.

As soon as I cut through the dust, I saw a large shadow ahead. Quite a substantial build?

I'll finish this cleanly, reorganize the royal council with the 2nd Princess, and my mission will be complete.

Let's wrap this up quickly and go home.

Surprisingly, he seemed to anticipate my attack and was already moving out of my trajectory.

I was moving too fast to change direction and could only manage to cut off a few strands of his hair.

"Dian?!"

The man called my name!?

When I turned to see the 3rd Prince's face, I shouted in disbelief.

"Brother Terval?!"

What? Why is he here?

As I skidded to a halt, Brother Terval asked from behind me.

"Dian? Is that you, Dian?"

"Brother! What are you doing here?!"

"Holy shit! Dian!!"

Brother Terval ran toward me with a broad smile, his footsteps thundering.

"How long has it been?!"

"Ugh!"

I could barely breathe as Brother Terval embraced me with his muscular arms.

"I thought you were dead, you bastard, but here you are alive and well?"

"Let... let go and talk."

After releasing me, Brother Terval slapped my shoulder with his large hand.

"How have you been all this time!"

"I've been well. But let me ask first. Why are you here? Are you one of the 3rd Prince's subordinates? After wandering around with no plans for the future, you ended up like this?"

"What?"

Brother Terval looked at me for a moment before bursting into laughter.

"I am the 3rd Prince, you idiot!"

"Huh? You're Berken?"

What nonsense is this?

"Really?"

"Yes!"

When I looked at him suspiciously, Brother Terval chuckled and snapped his fingers.

The monsters I had slaughtered earlier crawled over and prostrated themselves behind Brother Terval.

"What?! It's true?! You look like an old bandit chief, but you're actually a prince?!"

Wait. Now that I look closer, that silver hair and blue eyes do seem different. Was he really of imperial blood?

"But what brings you here?" he asked.

"Me? I came to kill you."

Brother Terval's face hardened.

"Kill me?"

"I heard some crazy lunatic 3rd Prince was occupying the castle and causing trouble. I never imagined it would be you."

"Are you serious? About killing me?"

"Well, now that I know it's you, I'll have to reconsider. The situation has changed."

The Emperor was busily writing something on paper in his office.

It was a certificate of guarantee.

It promised gold, silver, official positions, and various other exceptional benefits to whoever saved the castle from the 3rd Prince.

No matter how he looked at it, dealing with the 3rd Prince was the right move.

The 2nd Princess was difficult enough to handle, but the 3rd Prince was on another level entirely.

This was exactly like burning down the house to kill a bedbug.

Just as he stamped the imperial seal on the certificate, a sudden explosion rang out.

The blast came from the direction of the drawbridge, with the castle gate flying off—someone was forcing their way in.

Linus! Could it be Linus?!

But the Emperor quickly dismissed that thought.

Knowing Linus's personality, he would have announced his purpose at the drawbridge and attempted dialogue before barging in like this.

So it wasn't Linus. But what did it matter?

Someone was fighting those monsters right now!

"Father! Someone is breaking in!"

"I know!"

The Emperor pushed aside the 1st Prince who had just entered the office and hurried down the stairs.

Stepping into the main courtyard, the Emperor looked around for the intruder.

He could see Berken over there. And someone standing in front of him.

Is that him! The one who came to save the castle!

It didn't matter who it was.

If they could resolve this tangled situation, he would give them money, an honorable position, anything he could offer!

The certificate of guarantee in his hand would prove it!

"Nooooooooooo!!"

The Emperor let out a despairing scream when he recognized the person as Dian.
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"What's there to think about!"

Terbal hyung said.

"Dian, you bastard! It's me, me! Terbal! Don't tell me you see me as your enemy?"

"That's not it. That's why I'm thinking about this. I came to kill the 3rd Prince, but I didn't know that prince would be you."

This is truly ridiculous.

I can't believe that Terbal hyung is actually that lunatic 3rd Prince Berken. It's unbelievable.

But seeing those monster-like humans bowing behind him, he must be Berken.

So what exactly is going on here?

"Dian! What are you doing?!"

Just then, the 2nd Princess came running through the broken castle gate.

"Kill the 3rd Prince! That man is the 3rd Prince!"

"Ah, Mirelis. Finally seeing your face."

Terbal hyung smiled and waved at the 2nd Princess's appearance.

"How many years has it been? Hmm? I just wanted to see your face."

"Dian!! Why are you just standing there?!"

Standing on the ruins of the gate, the 2nd Princess was the embodiment of fury.

She looked so angry that I almost hallucinated her eyes flashing and her hair burning upside down.

"Your Highness. This person is someone I know."

"What?"

"We used to be acquainted, and somehow the situation has become..."

Before I could finish speaking, the princess slid down from the rubble and rushed fiercely toward us.

"Move!"

The sword she drew thrust at incredible speed toward Terbal hyung's abdomen.

"Oops."

Terbal hyung caught the blade with his index finger and thumb.

"Mirelis! Isn't this greeting a bit too much?"

"Mother! Where is Mother?!"

The princess shouted, trembling as she tried to push the sword in.

"Mother? Ah, yes. She's in the main castle's banquet hall. She didn't look too well... Huh?"

Terbal hyung turned around in confusion as Mirelis let go of the sword hilt and ran past him.

"She's gone."

"Anyway, hyung. Let's talk seriously. What exactly is going on?"

"What do you mean? I was called back to the Imperial Castle, and when I arrived, this mess happened."

"What mess? I heard from the 2nd Princess that you came and completely wrecked everything."

"That Mirelis! She really makes people out to be trash!"

Terbal hyung swung his fist in the air indignantly.

"I was just enjoying some home-cooked food when that woman suddenly set everything on fire! Wouldn't that make you angry too?"

"So you just came home?"

"Yes, you idiot!"

"Then why did you send that spider-like creature after the 2nd Princess? She almost died."

"Die my ass. I ordered it to capture her alive."

Terbal hyung snorted.

"They said they'd restore my prince status if I brought Mirelis in. At my age, how long am I supposed to live as a wanderer without a place to call home?"

"That's true. So, you were just putting on a show?"

"Show? What's that? Anyway, I don't care if the Emperor and Mirelis fight each other. I just don't want to live as a fugitive wanderer anymore."

"Then why did you take the 2nd Princess's mother hostage and make things worse?"

"Hostage! Dian, you bastard! What do you take me for!"

Terbal hyung raged.

"I found her wandering alone around the Imperial Castle and brought her in!"

What? So that's what happened?

I guess it makes sense. Even though Terbal hyung can be rough in his behavior, he's not inherently evil. I thought it was strange.

If he had been that kind of person, Linus and I would have cut ties with him long ago during the war.

Terbal hyung is someone I met during the war.

This was before the creation of the Demon King Assassination Task Force, when Linus and I were operating as a duo.

# # # # #

It was the second year of the war when the Human Alliance was being pushed to the extreme.

After annihilating a Dark Elf raid team in the Black Swamp, Linus and I were moving to another area on immediate orders.

We were heading to Orandir, a place already completely occupied by the Demon King's army.

Located in the middle of the front line, breaking through there would drive a wedge and divide the enemy, but for that same reason, the Demon King's army's defenses were solid.

The Imperial Castle decided to recapture the place and ordered Linus and me to assassinate the enemy legion commander and leadership ahead of the main force.

We infiltrated deep behind enemy lines through a secretly secured route.

While moving toward where we believed the legion headquarters would be, we met Terbal hyung.

"Dian. Do you see that?"

Linus, who had been running at full speed, suddenly stopped, lowered his posture, and pointed ahead.

Something was lying on the ground where Linus was pointing.

They were corpses of demons. More than ten of them.

So many demon corpses in a territory occupied by the Demon King's army?

I heard there were no other units deployed here besides us.

Were these demons killed in a previous battle?

But the Demon King's army doesn't leave corpses like that.

Demons are notorious for their extreme tribalism and never leave their dead or wounded on the battlefield.

By that logic, there couldn't have been a rebellion or internal conflict either.

I really don't know.

"Did they encounter some kind of monster?"

"I'm not sure. Wait a moment."

Just as Linus spoke, I also heard a sound and turned around.

Someone was walking out of the dark bushes over there.

A large man with silver hair and pale eyes. He was carrying some kind of sack on his shoulder.

This was my first meeting with Terbal hyung.

At that time, Terbal hyung was a nameless wandering mercenary, hunting demons alone in territories occupied by the Demon King's army.

It wasn't for some grand cause—the area where he had been staying was suddenly occupied by the Demon King's army, and he ended up trapped there.

He needed to survive, but there was no food in occupied territory, so he was just roaming around and raiding small Demon King's army units he encountered.

"But why did you two come here? To raid the legion headquarters? Are you crazy?"

After hearing our purpose, Terbal hyung was delighted and begged to join us.

He said he was planning to leave for another area soon anyway, so he wanted to make one big score before leaving.

His logic was that the legion headquarters must be full of gold and treasures collected from this region.

"As it happens, I know where the headquarters is. I caught a glimpse of it while passing by earlier. Let's go together. I'll guide you."

So the three of us stormed the legion headquarters, killed the legion commander and all his staff, and completed the mission.

That's when I witnessed Terbal hyung using bizarre techniques against the demons.

Demons caught by Terbal hyung died shriveled up like mummies.

Then, the corpses of demons we had killed suddenly rose and attacked their own side, which I was certain was Terbal hyung's doing.

There was no other explanation.

When I asked about it, Terbal hyung only said it was like a mutant trait that occasionally appeared in his family line.

When I asked which family that was, he just laughed.

Afterward, the three of us moved back to the front line, broke through a Demon King's army battalion from behind, and successfully returned to allied territory.

The Human Alliance forces pushed through the gap we created, splitting the front line, and Orandir was liberated from the Demon King's army.

"Thanks to you two, it was fun."

On the day we parted, Terbal hyung laughed heartily and slapped our backs.

"If we're still alive after the war ends, let's meet again!"

That was the last time with Terbal hyung.

Who would have thought he was a secret exiled prince?

"By the way, where is Linus?"

Terbal hyung put his hands on his hips and looked around.

"Isn't he holding some big position somewhere in the Imperial Castle?"

"He's on paternity leave."

"What? What leave?"

"He quit his job to stay home and raise his child."

Terbal hyung, who had been quiet, burst into laughter.

"That Linus got married and even had a child?"

"Let's sort out the current situation first. Hyung, you need to make your position clear. What are you going to do?"

Terbal hyung answered without a second thought.

"Restoration of my prince status. If that happens, I'm fine with anything."

"Then you'll dismiss all your subordinates and live quietly? No fighting with the 2nd Princess?"

"With Mirelis? Why would I fight that fire fox? Too troublesome."

"And you won't try to become Emperor?"

"I wouldn't do it even if they asked me to, kid!"

"Good. Then let's go to the Emperor. Let's go and have a straightforward talk. But first, do something about your subordinates."

"I'll disperse them."

Terbal hyung snapped his fingers, and grotesque creatures gathered from all directions.

After confirming all his subordinates had assembled, he snapped his fingers again, and they rushed toward the castle gate.

"They'll go all the way to the sea and drown themselves."

"That's decisive."

"I'm Terbal, you idiot."

"Not Terbal, but Berken now. Anyway, let's go."

# # # # #

Meanwhile, the Emperor was holding his head in his office.

Is that good-for-nothing the one who came to save me...?

Do I have to owe a debt I never asked for to that man...?

At the word "debt," the Emperor suddenly thought of Nemara.

Yes. That Nemara also suddenly saved me and became my ally.

That Dian must have had some conflict with Mirelis too.

If he had been in close alliance with Mirelis, he should have rushed to help her when Berken entered the Imperial Castle.

Could it be that he really...?

But here the Emperor felt confused.

So what exactly is Berken's attitude right now?

Is he trying to oust Mirelis in exchange for restoring his prince status, or does he not care about Mirelis at all and just wants revenge on those who exiled him?

Depending on that, the meaning of Dian's arrival here changes completely!

Plus, there's something very suspicious.

Why are those two having such a leisurely conversation? Shouldn't they be fighting each other right now?

I really can't understand what's going on.

Suddenly, the Emperor felt goosebumps all over his body.

The Emperor of this vast empire is floundering in the middle of the Imperial Castle, knowing nothing.

The ministers, high officials, and even the Captain of the Guard are nowhere to be seen.

Since when... did it become like this?

Ch.216 - Success Equals Revolution (14)
Could it be... Could it be that Mirelis has extended her reach this far without my knowledge?

She wasn't like this before the war.

The one at the pinnacle of the continent's strongest nation.

Everyone bowed their heads to him, and a single word from the Emperor could change the very landscape, his authority piercing the heavens.

Yes. It's because of the war.

Because of that damned war that swept across the continent for four years.

A war started by some deranged demon who called himself the Demon King.

During that war, Mirelis grew too powerful.

While those incompetent, foolish princes wasted troops with their blundering, Mirelis steadily built up military achievements and strengthened her position within the army.

And then, by the end of the war, wasn't her name on everyone's lips?

Second Princess Mirelis! Third Legion Commander Mirelis!

Even the ignorant commoners who didn't know the names of their own lords and administrators!

After the war ended, Mirelis formed her power base and has been quickly and secretly consuming everything in the Empire for the past ten years.

Officers from the Third Legion that she personally trained. And the underlings those officers trained are spread throughout the Empire!

I should have removed her long ago.

I should have executed her for treason, using her insubordination during the war as justification.

Even after the war ended, I should have taken some measures!

It's too late now. Far too late to turn back.

It was already over when Mirelis began her triumphant march during the war ten years ago...

An old man already well past seventy during the war.

He endured tremendous stress during the four years of war, and for ten years after the war ended, he suffered from insomnia, never knowing when Dian would come to kill him.

Moreover, he had been hit with consecutive blows—Dian's sudden appearance, Nemara's betrayal, and Berken's emergence.

Even someone with strong resolve would struggle to endure such circumstances. How could a frail old man in his eighties possibly handle it?

It was remarkable that he had managed to hold onto his sanity until now.

"Forward! Enter the Imperial Castle!"

At that shout from outside, the Emperor rushed to the window.

Numerous troops were gathering outside the castle walls.

Could it be reinforcements coming to rescue me?

But upon seeing the unit flags fluttering among the troops, the Emperor completely despaired.

Those were units from divisions stationed on the outskirts of the capital, all under Mirelis's control.

That woman Mirelis has shown her true colors amid the chaos!

"The princes! Where are the princes?!"

The Emperor shouted.

"Call the Imperial Guard and the Knights! Seal the gates! Stop them from coming in!"

When there was no response, the Emperor slammed his fist on the desk in fury.

"Come here at once! Am I not giving orders right now?!"

But no one answered the Emperor's call.

Those useless cowards... Have they all gone into hiding now that Mirelis has returned?

Meanwhile, the legion troops crossed the drawbridge and confronted the Imperial Guard.

"Imperial Guard and Knights, stand down!"

The commander of the troops that had crossed the drawbridge shouted.

"We are the Loyal Forces, here to eliminate the exiled Third Prince and his seditious forces who have occupied the Imperial Castle! If you obstruct us, we will consider you accomplices of the Third Prince and respond accordingly!"

Simultaneously, as if to demonstrate their power, attack magic flew from the rear and struck the castle walls with great force.

The Imperial Guard and Knights hesitated to attack, exchanging glances with each other.

From the beginning, they had been displeased about the secret prince and strange-looking monsters entering the Imperial Castle.

Moreover, they had noticed they were opposing the Second Princess's faction, whom they secretly supported, and felt uncomfortable about it.

Seeing the Imperial Guard and Knights' ambivalent attitude, the Emperor was disheartened.

Under the pretext of reclaiming the Imperial Castle from the Third Prince, they'll bring in the legion to seize control and depose me from the throne.

In this chaotic situation, not a single person came to the Emperor's office.

Only then did the Emperor realize it was over for him.

"Father."

The door opened, and Mirelis entered.

"So this is where you were."

"Mirelis. You've returned without fear."

"Not harming my mother was our implicit agreement."

Mirelis walked up to the desk with clicking footsteps and looked down at the Emperor.

"That's why I haven't openly drawn my sword against you until now."

"Was that so?"

"But you took my mother hostage to lure me."

"I did no such thing. It was Berken who brought your mother here on his own initiative."

"Well, fine."

Mirelis said.

"Let's say that's true. But the cart has already started rolling down the hill, and it can't be stopped anymore."

"Enter the main castle!! Block all the gates!!"

Hearing the shouts from outside, the Emperor gave a bitter smile.

The imperial bloodline had always been maintained precariously.

Some degree of inbreeding was permitted for the sake of pure bloodlines, and as this history lengthened, side effects emerged across generations.

Mental deficiencies, premature deaths, mental illnesses—these problems continuously plagued the imperial family like a curse.

Until now, they had been fortunate that those who became Emperor showed no such issues.

But for some reason, in this generation, it was as if all the accumulated genetic defects had exploded at once.

The First and Third Princesses who died young.

The Fourth Princess who never mentally developed beyond infancy despite reaching adulthood.

The Third Prince who used ominous formulas despite not being a black mage.

The abnormally stupid and timid remaining princes.

And the Emperor himself had felt he was somewhat affected as well.

Otherwise, he wouldn't have retreated so pathetically in the early stages of the war, nor would he have helplessly allowed the Second Princess to take control of the Imperial Castle after the war ended.

In this imperial family, only the Second Princess Mirelis, a concubine's child, was normal.

No, beyond normal—she was extraordinarily intelligent and brave.

This greatly undermined the legitimacy and authority of the imperial family.

The very fact that a concubine's daughter was superior to the legitimate princes was a threat.

That's why he had served her poisoned wine, but Mirelis's mother had detected it and drank it instead, going mad as a result.

After what happened to her mother, Mirelis lived quietly, as if she didn't exist.

Everything had been decided at that point.

The outcome was essentially determined the moment that young girl figured out what had happened to her mother and judged how she should conduct herself.

The Second Princess, who had shown no prominence while remaining quiet, volunteered as a commander when the war broke out, left the Imperial Castle, and built up her position and power there before returning.

She returned strong enough that no one could touch her anymore.

The Emperor had to admit that it was entirely his fault for not taking appropriate measures until things reached this point.

And he also had to admit that Mirelis was the only one capable of taking over and running this great empire right now.

"Mirelis."

The Emperor spoke.

"If you intend to become Emperor, your first task isn't the coronation but confining the princes."

The Emperor reached out and picked up a pen.

"The pretext doesn't matter. A good approach would be to bring in Berken and charge them with attempting to illegally usurp the throne. That way, you won't be hindered by issues of legitimacy."

"Why are you saying this now?"

"It's a crash course for my successor."

The Emperor's answer made Mirelis flinch.

With trembling hands, the Emperor wrote something on paper and continued speaking.

"Using the Fourth Princess as a proxy isn't an option. The issue isn't the child herself but the forces that would certainly try to use her."

Mirelis silently stared at the Emperor.

"Once only you remain, become Emperor through the coronation. As Emperor, you mustn't antagonize the Noble Council as you do now. The Noble Council, along with the Imperial Castle, is an important pillar supporting the Empire. If the nobility collapses, the Empire will fall in its wake. Isn't there a daughter of Duke Toulouse at your academy? Reach out to Duke Toulouse first. His position has been weakened since the war, so he'll gladly accept if you offer reconciliation."

The Emperor continued calmly.

"Don't put too much faith in the officers who follow you. Identify their weaknesses in advance and keep them as cards you can play at any time. Otherwise, you'll end up being controlled by them later."

After writing something lengthy on the paper, the Emperor fluttered it to dry the ink.

"Mirelis. Because you're so capable, you tend to be overconfident. You believe what you think is right is the truth. That's why you sometimes cause misunderstandings and communication breakdowns that even the princes wouldn't. Always be wary of that."

The Emperor handed the paper to Mirelis.

Mirelis's eyes widened as she read what was written on the paper.

It was a document officially appointing Second Princess Mirelis as the legitimate successor.

"An Emperor is like a tightrope walker. You must walk the rope precariously in the public square, yet without appearing ridiculous. I failed to do so, and this is the result."

When Mirelis looked up, the Emperor was already standing on the open window.

"I don't want to meet a miserable end by your hands."

"Wait."

Mirelis spoke.

"I need an apology for what you did to my mother."

"I won't apologize. It was something that had to be done for the imperial family and the Empire."

The Emperor replied.

"I should have killed you right then. It was a mistake to feel even a moment's pity for you."

Mirelis's lips parted slightly.

"I hope you don't make such mistakes. And."

The Emperor paused briefly before continuing.

"Don't make an enemy of Dian. The moment you become his enemy, the entire Demon King Assassination Task Force will become your enemy. Gain his support. Then the entire Task Force will be on your side."

With those final words, the Emperor jumped.

"Whoa!"

Dian, who had just entered the office, gaped in shock at the sight.
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"Brother Terbal, no, Brother Berken and I finished our conversation well.

To summarize, he just wanted to come back home.

He came at the Emperor's summons, but then the 2nd Princess suddenly tried to kill him by setting him on fire.

Everything else was just the 2nd Princess jumping to conclusions.

He wasn't trying to usurp the throne, bring down the 2nd Princess, or take her mother hostage.

If I had realized sooner that the 3rd Prince was the Terbal I knew, I wouldn't have made such a fuss.

This guy isn't someone who moves with complicated calculations.

He's the type who would single-handedly raid a small Demon King's army reconnaissance team for combat rations because he had nothing to eat.

Anyway, since he says he'd be happy just to be reinstated as a prince so he can live in the Imperial Castle without worrying about appearances, I should go find the Emperor.

The only person in the Empire with the authority to reinstate a prince is the Emperor.

"But where is the Emperor?"

"Probably in his office."

"Right. Let's go."

As we entered the main building, the 2nd Princess's aide was rushing out with several pigeons clutched to his chest.

"What's this? Suddenly became a pigeon daddy?"

"Out of my way! This is an urgent matter concerning the fate of the Empire!"

The aide rushed past us and outside, where he spread his arms and released the pigeons.

"Go quickly! Bring the Loyalty Corps to the Imperial Castle!"

"What's he doing?"

"Sending messenger pigeons, I think."

Brother Berken explained.

"Those pigeons probably carry orders to summon nearby troops loyal to Mirelis."

"Really? She's planning to settle everything while things are already in chaos. What an impatient personality."

We climbed the stairs of the main building and passed through a large hall on the second floor.

Looking through a wide-open door, I saw the dark elf siblings who had somehow gotten in were protecting a woman.

Looking closer, I realized it was the 2nd Princess's birth mother.

"Absolutely not! You can't touch a single hair on Mirelis's head!"

"Aaack! My hair!"

The mother was clutching a strange cloth doll while pulling Jakrion's hair with fire in her eyes.

I see, she thinks that doll is the 2nd Princess from her childhood. How pitiful.

Come to think of it, I heard that even divine healing is useless against dementia or mental illness...

But wait, where did the 2nd Princess go?

She barged in here to save her mother, didn't she?

Suddenly, there was a loud roar from outside, followed by a flash of light that shook the entire building.

The army following the 2nd Princess had already arrived at the Imperial Castle. That was quick.

"Excuse me, Sharian."

Sharian, who was leaning against the window frame organizing thread pulled from her sleeve, turned to look at me.

"Where did the 2nd Princess go?"

"I'm not sure. After confirming her mother was safe, she rushed upstairs in a hurry."

The floor right above us is where the Emperor's office is.

"Brother. If the 2nd Princess kills the Emperor, who will reinstate you?"

"The next Emperor would have to do it."

"And who would that be?"

"How should I know, you fool?"

"We need to hurry."

We raced up to the next floor.

"How do you know the layout of the main building so well?"

Brother Berken asked as we ran confidently through the corridors.

"I've been here a few times. There it is!"

When we opened the office door, the first thing I saw was long silver hair and a white uniform.

It was the 2nd Princess from behind.

And beyond the 2nd Princess's shoulder, the Emperor was standing on the windowsill.

The Emperor's eyes bulged when they met mine.

"Oh no!"

Then suddenly he jumped backward out the window!

"No!"

The Emperor can't die! He needs to reinstate Brother Berken as a prince!!

I sprang forward, kicked off the desk, and reached out my hand.

But the Emperor had already fallen.

"Damn it!"

I grabbed the windowsill and leaned my upper body out to look down, and I couldn't believe my eyes.

The Emperor was floating in the air?!

The Emperor was hanging in midair as if tied to an invisible string, stuck to the outer wall of the building.

How is this possible?

"Professor Dian."

Just then, Sharian's head popped up between me and the Emperor.

"What should I do? I caught him when he was falling."

I understood.

Right below was one of the windows of the large hall we had just passed through.

Sharian had been sitting on the windowsill there and caught the Emperor with her thread using the dark elf's incredible reflexes.

"Pull him up. We have business with him."

"Understood."

Sharian pulled on the thread and brought the Emperor back inside through the window.

"Good. The Emperor's not dead. He's in the hall below."

As I turned around, the 2nd Princess was staring at me with wide eyes.

"Dian."

"Your Highness. Let's go downstairs. We all have things to discuss."

I walked past the 2nd Princess and left the office.

The 2nd Princess stood still for a moment, then slowly turned and followed me.

When we got to the hall downstairs, the Emperor was crawling on the floor, drooling and trembling.

"Dian... Dian is coming... He's coming to take my head... "

"What's wrong with him?"

"He seems to have lost his mind."

Sharian answered indifferently when I asked.

"He came to my office... To kill me... I had no choice but to jump... I still had more to say to Mirelis..."

What's with this old man? So he's saying he jumped because of me?

"Dian... He's coming... After ten years, he's coming to kill me... To get revenge for the war..."

The Emperor, who had been crawling on all fours, saw me and quickly crawled over to grab my pant leg.

"Guards! Summon the Imperial Knights immediately! Dian is coming! We need the entire Imperial Knights to stop him! Hurry! This is the Emperor's order!"

"Oh my... He's finally lost it..."

"You! Don't you hear me?!"

The Emperor, who had been shaking my pant leg frantically, suddenly let go and whispered seriously.

"No... I misjudged... Even the Imperial Knights can't stop him... What on earth can stop him... Ah, I see..."

The Emperor snapped his fingers as if he'd just thought of something.

"Linus. We need Linus! Summon Linus! The Hero of the Continent who killed the Demon King! The savior of the intelligent races! Summon Linus to stop Dian!!"

Ignoring the Emperor's ramblings, I spoke to the 2nd Princess.

"Your Highness. The Emperor is broken."

"Indeed."

"Let's sort out the situation first. Are you going to become Emperor?"

"Arrest the princes! Search everywhere!!"

The shouts of legion soldiers who had entered the first floor of the main building could be heard.

The Princess looked at me for a moment before answering.

"I will."

"I see. Then what will you do with the other princes? Are you planning to kill them all?"

"Madness!"

Brother Berken shouted.

"If you do such a thing, I will never forgive you, Mirelis!!"

His intensity was so fierce that the 2nd Princess's face grew somewhat pale.

"No matter how much you hate them, they're family! Even though we're half-siblings, we share our father's blood! If you kill the others, I swear I'll kill you!!"

"Brother, after being exiled at such a young age and wandering the wasteland for twenty years, you still have family affection?"

"If I didn't, you would have been a dead woman when I first met you here."

True. If Brother Berken had wanted to, he could have turned the 2nd Princess into a mummy right when she drew her sword at the gate.

"I see. It seems unwise to make an enemy of you, Brother. However, I will become Emperor."

"Do you think you can become Emperor over your eldest brother and the others, Mirelis? It seems more prudent to maintain your current position and keep adequate relationships."

"That's not true. I am the successor with the highest priority recognized by His Majesty."

The 2nd Princess held out a paper in her hand.

It was an imperial decree with the Emperor's seal, recognizing the 2nd Princess as his successor.

"With this, even the 1st Prince ranks below me. I can become Emperor. Especially now that His Majesty is in this state."

"Linus... Send Linus to the Demon King's castle..."

Looking at the Emperor muttering in the corner, the 2nd Princess continued.

"Brother, you negotiated with His Majesty to restore your status as a prince. I will do that for you. But in return."

The 2nd Princess paused briefly before speaking.

"Promise me. Promise you will never interfere with me."

"I won't interfere. As long as you don't break your promise or touch me. And leave the other children alone too."

"Let go! This is treason!"

Just then, the arrested princes were dragged into the hall by legion soldiers.

"Release me at once! You fools! Do you know who I am? I'm the highest-ranking 1st Prince of the Empire..."

The 1st Prince's voice faltered when he saw the 2nd Princess and Brother Berken.

Let's see. The 1st Prince, 2nd Prince, and 4th Prince are all here.

Good. Now we can talk to everyone at once.

"Excuse me, I'd like to say something."

I raised my hand to get everyone's attention.

"Gasp! It's, it's Dian!"

The princes' faces turned pale.

"Dian. Do you remember?"

The 1st Prince said, bowing obsequiously.

"Ten years ago, I had meals with you and went to the sauna with you..."

"I don't remember."

"Urgh..."

Actually, that did happen. The 1st Prince tried to curry favor with us by providing various forms of entertainment.

The righteous Linus refused everything, while I just took advantage and left.

Anyway, that's not important right now.

"Here in the presence of His Majesty the Emperor and members of the imperial family, I would like to make a proposal."

All eyes focused on me.

"I don't actually have the bad habit of meddling in other people's family affairs. But it seems this won't end unless a third party helps sort things out."

After looking at each prince and princess in turn, I continued.

"I propose this: Would the princes please take His Majesty the Emperor and leave the Imperial Castle?"
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"What?! What did you say?!"

The princes shouted in surprise.

Not just the princes, but Brother Berken and the 2nd Princess all stared at me with wide eyes.

"What are you saying, Dian?" the 2nd Princess asked.

"That the Emperor and all the princes should leave the Imperial Castle? Are you perhaps..."

"Perhaps what?"

"Perhaps... are you trying to become Emperor yourself...?"

"Gasp...!"

The princes' faces turned pale.

"D-Dian, my friend!"

The 1st Prince hurriedly ran over and knelt before me.

"You remember, right? Ten years ago, we definitely had meals together and went to the sauna! Why do you say you don't remember?"

"Brother! What are you doing?!"

When the 2nd Prince protested, the 1st Prince snapped sharply.

"Shut up, you fool! If Dian decides to take the Imperial Castle now, nothing can stop him! If we don't do this, we're all dead men!"

"But Lord Linus is coming! You wrote the letter yourself! You told him to come kill the 3rd Prince!"

"Shut up!!"

The 1st Prince barked urgently, glancing nervously at Brother Berken.

"What do you mean shut up? Where on earth is Lord Linus? You take responsibility and bring him here!"

"Y-you bastard! Linus and Dian are the closest of friends!!!"

"What?!"

Frozen momentarily at those words, the 2nd Prince staggered forward and knelt beside the 1st Prince.

"Mr. Dian. I'm the 2nd Prince. I was too busy during the war to look after you, and I'm sorry about that."

As the 1st and 2nd Princes knelt, the young 4th Prince, who had been scratching his head in confusion, timidly approached and also knelt down.

He seemed to be following his brothers' lead without understanding the situation.

"Oh my."

Brother Berken pressed his forehead with a sigh as he looked at the three kneeling princes.

I too felt somewhat dismayed.

The princes of the continent's strongest nation, kneeling so shamefully before me, a commoner, begging to save their lives.

And then arguing about what would happen if I became Emperor or what Linus might do, right to my face.

My judgment was correct.

If any of these men became Emperor, the Empire would surely collapse.

After entering the Imperial Castle with the 2nd Princess and assessing the situation, I had made my own decision about the future of the Imperial Castle.

Now that things had escalated to this point, there was no going back to the precarious balance that once existed between the Emperor's faction and the 2nd Princess's faction.

Either way, one side would be destroyed, and I had decided to take the 2nd Princess's side.

It's not that I'm interested in politics or want to control the Empire's fate as I please.

From the current state of the Imperial Castle, it seems the Emperor and the remaining princes are just sitting around sucking their thumbs, waiting for Linus to arrive without making any response.

If one of these fools becomes Emperor, the Empire's future is obviously doomed.

If the Empire falls into chaos, the Academy where I work would also be in danger.

I fled to Brunswell to avoid such trouble, and I don't want more headaches after coming here to help Linus.

Moreover, given the princes' weak characters, they would obviously keep bothering Linus and me for help, which I absolutely refuse.

It would be much better for the Empire's stability and my peaceful life if the 2nd Princess became Emperor.

And conveniently, the Emperor has gone mad and somehow named the 2nd Princess, a child of a concubine, as his primary successor.

But even so, if the 2nd Princess becomes Emperor while the legitimate princes and princesses remain alive, there will surely be trouble later.

The Empire isn't some small family business that runs on the Emperor's will alone.

It's a chaotic arena where countless factions clash and cooperate to protect their interests.

Someone who dislikes the 2nd Princess might raise the issue of legitimacy and use the surviving legitimate heirs to cause problems. No, that's almost certain.

Then the only option would be to kill all the princes and princesses, but that could also cause problems later.

So I came up with a solution.

"If you want to avoid the worst-case scenario you're imagining, you should follow my suggestion."

I said to the kneeling princes.

"Leave the Imperial Castle with His Majesty and the 4th Princess. Ah, of course, I don't mean imprisoning you in the north or assassinating you on the way."

I sighed at the princes who looked like they might cry at any moment. Pathetic fools.

"There's that place, right? That southern villa where the imperial family traditionally goes for vacation? That enormous palace-like place. Is it still there?"

"It is," the 2nd Princess answered.

That place is an auxiliary palace located in some southern province with beautiful scenery and mild climate.

During the war, when the front lines pushed to the capital, there was even talk of making it a temporary capital, so it has good infrastructure.

The princes could live there as comfortably as they do here.

"All of you should go there. Live peacefully. Like a normal family. What do you think, Brother?"

"So you're saying Father and my brothers and sisters should live leisurely at the villa?"

"That's what I'm saying."

"I..."

As his voice became emotional, Brother Berken cleared his throat.

"I don't mind either way. As long as I can live with my family again..."

"In return, promise me. You can do whatever you want there, but don't let others use your family to..."

"That will never happen! I will take responsibility and prevent our family from becoming tools in dirty political games! I am Berken! I keep my promises!"

As Brother Berken shouted spiritedly, the princes' faces seemed to grow even more haggard.

Good. With Brother Berken guarding them, no one in the Empire would dare approach the princes and princesses with ill intent.

"And Princess."

I turned to the 2nd Princess.

"Promise me too. When you become Emperor, restore the 3rd Prince's status and never harm those who leave for the villa."

"And what happens if I do harm them?"

I shrugged at the Princess's question.

"You would be breaking your promise to me."

"I see. I promise. And I will never break that promise. Do you want it in writing?"

"I don't think that's necessary. Whether there's a document or not doesn't really matter. What's important is that you made this promise to me."

The 2nd Princess nodded briefly.

It's all settled.

The Emperor and princes will spend the rest of their lives comfortably and happily at the villa.

With Brother Berken there, no one will be able to approach with ulterior motives.

The 2nd Princess will become Emperor without any obstacles, but has promised me not to interfere with the villa.

The 2nd Princess becomes Emperor, Brother Berken gets to live with his family, the Emperor and princes keep their lives, and I can continue my comfortable life as a professor under the capable 2nd Princess's reign.

No one loses. Perfect.

# # # # #

After all agreements were reached, we immediately began addressing the current situation.

The first thing we did was summon all the high officials of the Imperial Castle.

The 2nd Princess personally explained everything to the people who filled the hall.

The existence of the secret prince, the misunderstanding that led to last night's military clash.

How the already senile Emperor had become mentally unstable during the chaos and was now unable to communicate.

How all the legitimate heirs, including the 1st Prince, had yielded the succession to the 2nd Princess, and so on.

Some were facts and some were slightly embellished, but the message was conveyed well.

The most important point was that "the 2nd Princess will become Emperor and no one opposed it."

"Anyone who objects should leave the hall immediately. No harm or retaliation will come to you."

Naturally, unless they were insane, no one left the hall.

Apparently, many in the Imperial Castle had secretly hoped the 2nd Princess would become the next Emperor instead of the incompetent princes.

They say an incompetent commander is more frightening than the enemy.

The princes began preparing to move under Brother Berken's leadership.

"We're going to a better house!"

Unlike the innocent 4th Princess who ran around smiling brightly, the princes' faces looked as if they had eaten something foul.

"Come on, brothers. Smile! Isn't this a good time?"

Brother Berken, happy to live with his family again, put his arms around their shoulders, and they reluctantly forced awkward smiles.

Still, it's better than being executed by the 2nd Princess.

And if one of them became Emperor and ruined the Empire, I probably couldn't stand it either.

I remained at the Imperial Castle throughout all these proceedings.

To monitor in case either side broke their promise and did something unexpected.

But I heard they sent a messenger bird to Linus asking for help, so why hasn't that guy shown up?

"Lord Dian. The Emperor—I mean, Her Highness is looking for you."

An aide found me as I was sitting on the castle wall sipping coffee.

"Please go to Her Highness's office immediately."

When I arrived at the office, the Princess was waiting for me.

"What is it, Your Highness?"

"Dian. I'll get straight to the point," the Princess said.

"Marry me."

"What? Are you bringing that up again? I clearly said back then..."

"I know. There was a misunderstanding in interpreting your statement. What I'm saying now is completely separate from that."

"If it's separate..."

"Through recent events, I've finally come to know you as a person. I like you."

I was so dumbfounded I couldn't speak.

Has this woman suddenly gone mad?

"I am formally proposing to you now. Marry me, Dian. Let's lead the Empire together. I need you."
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"What do you mean by that?"

"I'm asking you to marry me, Dian. Become the Imperial Consort and help me lead the Empire together."

"I don't want to."

The 2nd Princess asked without any change in her expression.

"Why not?"

"I just don't like that sort of thing. Politics and scheming and all that."

"You're not a stupid human. If you were, you wouldn't have survived during the war or after it ended."

"When your body is good, your mind gets to rest easy. Besides, I ran away ten years ago because I hated all this. Now you want me to do it again? Absolutely not."

"Then how about this? Disregard everything else and just become my partner."

"Why?"

"Because I like you."

The 2nd Princess said.

"There's no one else on the continent who could be my match except you."

"Is that so? Then I'm afraid you'll have to remain unmarried."

"Dian. This isn't coming from the future Emperor, but from me as a woman."

"And I'm responding the same way."

The 2nd Princess's smile disappeared.

"Do I have no charm whatsoever? Or is it..."

The 2nd Princess raised her hand and touched the scar covering the left side of her face.

"Because of this?"

"Appearance has nothing to do with it. I think you're a fine woman, Your Highness. Smart, strong-willed, and brave. Women like you aren't easy to find."

"Then why?"

"Because that's different from marriage. Do you just marry anyone you think is decent? And even if we exclude everything else, the Emperor's partner would inevitably be the center of the world's attention. I hate that sort of thing."

"I see. Then there's nothing to be done."

The 2nd Princess gave up readily.

Smart people know when to give up quickly.

"You have nothing more to say, right? May I go back now? I was in the middle of having coffee."

"Yes. You may go."

I bowed and was about to leave the office when the 2nd Princess called out to me from behind.

"Dian."

"Yes?"

"I'd like to ask you a few things."

"What is it?"

"It's about His Majesty's last words to me before his suicide attempt. I haven't mentioned this to anyone yet because I had no one trustworthy."

The Emperor's last words, huh? It was probably succession training focused on what the 2nd Princess should do after becoming Emperor.

Well, I'll be staying here until things settle down, so I might as well listen.

"Please go ahead."

I sat back down on the sofa, and the 2nd Princess began speaking.

As expected, it was a crash course in succession.

Something about succession arrangements, the House of Nobles, elite officers, and so on.

For a compulsive old man who was always complaining, he had remarkably sharp insights.

Well, that's how he was able to run this massive empire for so long.

Despite his major character flaws, I have to admit his abilities weren't lacking. Otherwise, the human alliance would have been pushed all the way to the sea and drowned during the demons' insane initial rush.

"What do you think?"

"Every word is correct."

"I see. Then could you give me advice from your perspective?"

"Me?"

"Yes, Dian. You've traveled across the continent throughout the war and stand at the pinnacle of human power. What does the landscape look like from where you stand?"

"Well..."

After thinking for a moment, I decided to give the 2nd Princess some advice as requested.

After all, I'm here because I want stability for the Empire, which leads to stability for the Academy and my life.

Contributing even a little to the 2nd Princess achieving a peaceful reign would be good for me too.

"Accept the northern nomads as official members of the Empire."

"The northern nomads?"

"The people who helped the first Emperor establish the Empire and then betrayed him."

I'm referring to the tribe of Celine, the hunter from the Demon King Assassination Task Force.

"Those people harbor deep hatred toward the Imperial family. So now that a concubine's child has become Emperor, take the initiative to reconcile. You're not one of those detestable legitimate Emperors, so they might be somewhat receptive."

"You're right. But apart from emotional issues, what benefits would the Empire gain from accepting these nomads? Surely you're not suggesting I apologize just because I feel sorry?"

"Of course not. Is the Empire some children's game? Recognize those nomads as constituents, grant them autonomy, and give them official territory. Then that area will manage itself."

After pondering my words for a moment, the 2nd Princess snapped her fingers.

"I see. Traditionally, the north is a place where various tribes fight each other. If we give territory to these nomads you mentioned..."

"Since they'll have something to protect, they'll fight other tribes to the death. Conveniently, they're located in the southernmost part, right at the Empire's border. You've just gained a border guard without spending a penny, with just an imperial decree."

"I understand. Anything else?"

Anything else? Hmm, what else is there?

Ah, right. That.

"Become the official patron of the Illusion School."

"The Illusion School... Aren't those the ones wasting their talents and time chasing fantasies?"

"Not at all. You saw it at the last competition. Illusion magic has limitless potential. If Your Highness provides the funding, the mages will handle the rest. These are crazy people who voluntarily joined a school with no money, no popularity, and an uncertain future—a little encouragement will be enough to produce results."

"I understand."

"Also, summon Ms. Nemara and give her some kind of official position. Something like Dark Elf Ambassador? Is there such a thing? Anyway, give her a title and have her work on improving relations with the Dark Elves scattered across the continent."

"Dark Elves? That's impossible."

The 2nd Princess said sternly.

"They are an untrustworthy race."

"Why can't you trust them? How do you trust Jakrion and Sharian enough to entrust them with your close protection?"

"That's..."

"Dark Elves never betray as long as you pay them and strictly fulfill your contracts."

"But Dark Elves were enemies of humanity during the war. How can we bring in such people again?"

"What if those Dark Elves are hired by hostile forces with grievances against the Empire?"

The 2nd Princess closed her mouth.

"The Dark Elves who escaped are in a desperate situation. They'll grab any hand extended to them. The key is who extends that hand first. You should be the one, Your Highness. Delegate full authority to Ms. Nemara and guarantee absolute safety. Then the Dark Elves will voluntarily kneel before you."

"Isn't Nemara an enemy to other Dark Elves as well?"

"Ten years have passed. As I said, the Dark Elves are probably on the verge of starvation now. And the current state of the Nemara Black Forest isn't good."

I told the 2nd Princess about what happened in the Nemara Black Forest.

From her surprised reaction, it seems she doesn't know exactly what events occurred inside the Black Forest.

"Ms. Nemara and her eldest son are already trying to recruit other Dark Elves to replenish their rapidly diminishing clan. If you approach this from the perspective of Dark Elf customs and culture, you can achieve good results."

"I see. Very well. It sounds like a good idea. But one thing."

The 2nd Princess asked.

"All of this is based on the premise that the escaped Dark Elves are desperate enough to accept help from anyone. What's your evidence?"

"Evidence? Do I need evidence?"

I laughed.

"They fled to avoid war crimes trials, and for ten years there hasn't even been a rumor about anyone being assassinated or kidnapped by Dark Elves, except for the Nemara clan. Unlike Elves, Dark Elves need some connection to cities and civilization to survive."

"What if they're all dead?"

"If they're all dead, then that's the end of it. Why make it so complicated?"

"I understand."

"What else is there? Ah, right. You should disband the Security Office."

"The Security Office? That's the source of my power. Anything but the Security Office."

"You still need to disband it. The current Security Office is too perfect. It's like a loaded gun."

"A gun? What's that?"

I briefly explained the concept and structure of a gun to the Princess, who couldn't hide her amazement.

"Such a magical device exists...?"

"Not here. Anyway, even a three-year-old child can kill someone with a loaded gun. The current Security Office is like that. There's no law saying there can't be a second 2nd Princess."

The 2nd Princess closed her mouth.

"Disband it. I don't mean eliminate it completely. Break it up by function and distribute it here and there. Make them check each other. That way, Your Highness won't be stabbed in the back. Similarly, dissolve the Esto Trading Company and distribute its agents to appropriate positions everywhere."

"Even the Esto Trading Company...?"

A front company for special agents who only follow the Princess's orders.

"Personal guards are the most dangerous. Especially disguised groups like that trading company that aren't bound by law."

"I see..."

Slowly nodding, the Princess asked.

"What kind of relationship should I maintain with the Order?"

"Be satisfied with just issuing statements of support. Don't get too entangled with the Order. Priests can be surprisingly greedy."

"What about Lord Linus?"

"Keep your promise of ten years of parental leave. Linus currently has no interest in anything except raising his child. Can't you tell from the fact that he hasn't shown his face at the Imperial Castle despite all this chaos?"

"Are there any places that need to be newly conquered or require military action?"

"Oh my, I wouldn't know about that."

I laughed and waved my hand.

"I have nothing more to say. May I go now?"

"Yes. Thank you, Dian."

As I turned and opened the door, the 2nd Princess called out to me.

"Dian. Let me ask one last thing."

"What is it?"

"If I said I wouldn't become Emperor, would you consider marrying me?"

"No."

"I see."

I closed the door and left the Princess's office.
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The Imperial Castle had been somewhat put in order.

Elder Brother Berken had taken the Emperor and his entire family to the southern villa.

The villa, much like the Imperial Castle, had servants and security personnel, so they would not be inconvenienced during their stay.

The transfer to the villa was done efficiently and in utmost secrecy through dimensional gates created by the Imperial Castle's mages.

"Thank you, Dian."

Elder Brother Berken patted my shoulder.

"Ten years ago and now again, you've saved my life."

"We help each other. That's what we do."

"Come visit the villa when you have time. I'll treat you well. Bring Linus too."

"Alright."

Elder Brother Berken embraced me tightly before stepping through the dimensional gate.

The Emperor, who had become simple-minded, followed him without much thought, while the 4th Princess was still excited about "moving."

Only the princes wore rotten expressions as they reluctantly moved forward.

They still haven't gained any self-awareness, have they?

They're not emperor material anyway, and if they stayed here strutting around, the 2nd Princess would have their heads.

They don't even realize that leaving for the villa now is probably the best decision of their lives.

After the imperial family members departed, the 2nd Princess was the only royal blood remaining in the Imperial Castle.

Now that I had no reason to stay, it was time to return to the Academy.

"Professor Dian!!"

As I was packing my belongings, the Imperial Castle's Head Mage rushed over and grabbed me.

"Are you returning to the Academy?"

"That's the plan."

"Please tell Kaiden that I received his response to my inquiry. Thanks to him, I was able to solve a difficult problem. Tell him I'm always grateful."

"I will. I'll pass that along."

The Head Mage has been receiving something like private tutoring from Kaiden through correspondence.

Previously, Kaiden had entered the Imperial Castle and sealed the Head Mage's magical power. This was a form of apology for that incident.

Sealing a mage's power is practically equivalent to murder, so I expected him to be furious. Instead, the Head Mage acted as if he were the offender, bowing and scraping in gratitude.

That's how significant Kaiden's status is in the magical community.

In modern terms, who would he be comparable to? Perhaps someone like Feynman or someone of that caliber.

"This is for Kaiden."

The Head Mage rummaged through his robe and handed me something.

When I opened it, I found a packet containing various snacks.

"In case you get hungry on the way..."

"I won't eat them. The Academy has dessert cafes too, you know?"

I smiled, said goodbye to the Head Mage, and headed toward the castle gate.

"Professor Dian!!"

Just as I was crossing the drawbridge, the 2nd Princess's aide-de-camp came running breathlessly.

"Where are you going?!"

"To the Academy?"

"Why are you leaving now?"

"Now? The princes have all left, so I should go too. There's nothing more for me to monitor here."

"Please stay a little longer."

I tilted my head at the aide's request.

"What else do I need to do?"

"Attend Her Highness's coronation ceremony."

"I'd rather not."

"Why not? It's customary for imperial guests, both domestic and foreign, to attend the coronation."

"I'm not an imperial guest, so why should I attend?"

"If the Demon King Assassination Task Force isn't considered an imperial guest, then who is? That's obvious."

"Is that so? Then invite Linus or the others. I'm not going. It's obvious you'll put me on the platform and make it look like I'm supporting her somehow."

The aide's expression stiffened as I hit the mark, and he opened and closed his mouth.

"I don't like being someone's prop. I also don't like receiving unnecessary attention that way."

"But Her Highness strongly hopes that Professor Dian will attend and offer congratulations..."

"Tell her I said congratulations. I'm not attending the coronation."

"But Her Highness has taken a liking to you. You're not just anyone—she's been unconditionally supportive of you since you first joined the Academy."

The aide quickly spoke while grabbing my arm as I tried to leave.

"I'll convey your concerns to Her Highness. We'll arrange a quiet seat away from the front, not putting you on display. Her Highness doesn't want to use you—she simply wishes for you to be there to witness her becoming Emperor."

"Well, send me an invitation first. I'll think about it later."

"You must come! Don't think about it, just come! We'll arrange for you to enter through the back door and keep everything as discreet as possible!"

"Yeah, yeah."

"Her Highness likes you as one person to another. Please don't take her feelings lightly."

Seeing the desperation in the aide's voice and face, I suddenly became curious.

"Why are you so loyal to the 2nd Princess anyway?"

"Isn't it obvious? Otherwise, I wouldn't have become her personal aide in the first place."

"That's not what I mean. Of course that should be the case, but from what I've observed, it seems like you would jump off a cliff to your death if the 2nd Princess ordered it without reason."

"Her Highness would never give such an order without reason. There would certainly be some purpose behind it."

The aide sternly refuted.

"Look at you. You're not even a fanatic. I'm just curious."

"Professor, you would act the same way if someone saved your life."

"Saved your life? The Princess?"

"I don't know if you're aware, but I'm a former Imperial Knight."

"Really? An Imperial Knight?"

I was quite surprised.

He looked so pale and weak that I never would have guessed.

What are Imperial Knights?

They're warriors who use the same aura that Linus and I use.

One-man armies, the most powerful human weapons in existence.

Before the Demon King's forces became active, they were the elite force feared by the entire continent.

Now their power has diminished considerably from what it once was.

Many were lost during the war.

"On the battlefield where I was deployed, we were on the verge of annihilation when Her Highness's special unit arrived and saved us by the skin of our teeth."

"Not the 3rd Legion but a special unit?"

"Yes. It was a small unit of about thirty people, including Her Highness. They broke through a narrow gap in the encirclement and rescued all of us survivors."

The aide's eyes shone as he recalled that moment.

"She risked her life to save us, with whom she had no connection. How could I not be loyal?"

Listening to the aide's words, I thought to myself.

The 2nd Princess probably made a calculated gamble to gain the powerful Imperial Knights as her force.

But even so, not just anyone could execute a rescue operation breaking through an encirclement with a small special unit.

She truly is an extraordinary woman, that's for certain.

"Anyway, please come, Professor. We'll be waiting for you!"

I parted ways with the aide and boarded the carriage waiting beyond the drawbridge.

Then I got off again.

Someone was waiting for me inside the carriage.

"Get in, Dian. Weren't you heading back to the Academy?"

"I don't like sharing rides."

"I just want to talk for a moment. It's been a while since we met, and I'm glad to see you."

The Minister of State, sitting in the carriage, gestured for me to get in.

"I won't talk about things you don't want to hear. Come on."

After hesitating briefly, I got back into the carriage.

That man isn't one to waste time with idle chatter.

"I'm surprised you're still hanging around the Imperial Castle. I thought you'd have been dismissed by now."

"Likewise. If not for recent events, I would have thought you were dead."

"Surely not. You've known about me since I entered the Academy."

The Minister of State didn't deny it and simply smiled.

"Were you involved in this incident?"

"Me? No?"

"I see. Of course not."

The Minister nodded.

"Well, I always knew something like this would happen eventually. It was just a matter of when. I actually think it happened at a good time."

"What happens now that the 2nd Princess becomes Emperor?"

"Me? I'm not concerned. I've already been ordered by Her Highness to remain in my position."

Of course, that man is capable and cunning, always maintaining a neutral stance without taking sides, carefully managing his image.

From the 2nd Princess's perspective, it would be better to continue using an experienced official.

"By the way, Dian. I hear you're still unmarried?"

"Yes."

"Don't you think it's about time?"

"Are you trying to arrange a marriage for me?"

"If you're interested."

After staring at the Minister for a moment, I said:

"You want me to marry the 2nd Princess, don't you?"

"Heh heh."

The Minister gave an awkward laugh.

"Just hear me out. There's a reason for everything. Her Highness needs a consort for the sake of succession, and you're the only one who can handle her."

"I already told Her Highness I wasn't interested."

"Y-you did...?"

"If I had intended to become the Emperor's husband, I wouldn't have run away ten years ago. Why would I waste ten years only to return to the Imperial Castle now?"

"Hmm, that's true.... But Dian, becoming the Imperial Consort doesn't mean you have to be involved in running the Empire. Just being by Her Highness's side and producing heirs would be... Dian! That's dangerous!"

I opened the door of the moving carriage and jumped out.

What a crazy person.

To think that the Minister of State of the Empire is trying to play matchmaker.

I hailed another carriage on the street and fled to the Academy.
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The news about what happened at the Imperial Castle had already spread far and wide.

With so many legions marching through the city center and storming the castle, it would have been stranger if it hadn't become public knowledge.

However, few people knew the truth about that night's disturbance and the significant events that followed.

Most people understood the incident like this:

A secret prince who had been exiled for some reason returned for revenge and occupied the Imperial Castle.

To save the situation, the 2nd Princess led her legions into battle, risking her life and successfully reclaiming the castle.

However, during this process, the Emperor was gravely injured and his fate remained unknown.

The princes and princesses agreed that only the 2nd Princess was qualified to inherit the throne, and they voluntarily withdrew from the Imperial Castle.

Well, that's somewhat accurate in a way. Though from another perspective, it's childishly dramatic.

Nevertheless, people accepted this hastily constructed narrative.

The 2nd Princess Mirelis had already been the Empire's hero to the common people for the past ten years.

The daughter of a mistreated concubine who achieved numerous feats on the frontlines of war—what story could appeal more to commoners?

In contrast, the princes who had also served as commanders had repeatedly failed, wasting their troops.

That's why people actually welcomed the news that the 2nd Princess would become Emperor.

This was completely different from the typical reactions to political matters in modern life, like "just powerful people fighting over their rice bowls" or "it doesn't concern us."

Well, people who couldn't even name their current Emperor had long known the name "Mirelis"—that says it all.

Meanwhile, the Academy was diligently proceeding with its second semester, unaffected by these events.

Nothing had happened despite my absence of several days while I monitored the power transition at the Imperial Castle.

Most of the faculty probably didn't even notice I was gone.

I called Kirrin, Ismera, and Kaiden to explain what had happened at the Imperial Castle and the political situation going forward.

Kirrin kept expressing surprise and couldn't close her mouth, while Ismera simply summarized, "Well, at least our Academy isn't affected."

Kaiden just smiled without any particular reaction.

"Sir Dian."

As we left the principal's office, Kaiden called out to me.

"Did the 2nd Princess perhaps propose to you?"

"How did you know? Don't tell me you were watching everything with magic?"

"No, nothing like that. Just looking at how things were unfolding, it seemed likely."

"She asked me to marry her."

"How did you respond?"

"I declined."

"I see."

Kaiden smiled gently, as if both the Princess and I had acted exactly as he'd predicted.

"From the Princess's perspective, she doesn't have many options besides you right now."

"Is that so? I don't think that's the case. I'm just one of several alternatives."

"For the immediate present, I mean. The 2nd Princess must be feeling anxious. The power of the continent's strongest empire is transferring from the Emperor to her. She needs someone to support her, and among the people she knows, only you can handle that responsibility and protect her. Lord Linus is already married, after all."

"Even so, I have no reason to help the 2nd Princess."

"I know. It wouldn't suit you. If you had intended to do so, you wouldn't have disappeared without a word ten years ago."

Kaiden smiled.

"Still, please attend the coronation. You've been able to live comfortably at the Academy thanks to the 2nd Princess's consideration and indifference. Isn't that the proper thing to do?"

"Well, I'll admit that. Yes, you're right."

As Kaiden said, I've received many things from the 2nd Princess, knowingly or unknowingly.

Fine, whatever. I'll go to the coronation.

She begged so desperately, even saying she'd let my adjutant enter through the back door.

"By the way, Kaiden, speaking of proper conduct, those things you did in the past..."

Suddenly my lips sealed shut as if someone had zipped them closed.

Kaiden smiled and raised his finger.

Blue magical light flickered at his fingertip.

# # # # #

"Professor."

Knightley poked my shoulder with her wooden sword.

What an impertinent girl.

Knightley and I were in the middle of a private lesson after a very long time.

Ever since she fell behind Merylda and Hindrasta in both combat and theory, she's been trying to squeeze everything she can out of me.

So I had no choice but to teach her more.

I tried to make excuses that there was nothing more to teach, but it was too late.

During summer vacation, her second older brother recognized me, so she found out I was someone extraordinary.

I pushed away the wooden sword poking my shoulder, and Knightley said:

"I got a letter from my father."

"What did it say?"

"He said the Princess suddenly wanted to be on friendly terms with him?"

"Is that so? Strange things happen."

When I responded indifferently, Knightley asked:

"You did that, didn't you, Professor?"

"What? An academy professor reconciling the most powerful figure in the House of Lords with the future Emperor? Wow, that would be quite something!"

"Don't try to change the subject. It's true, isn't it?"

"What's your evidence?"

"Professor, you were absent from the Academy for several days when the Imperial Castle was in chaos. You were at the castle then, weren't you?"

"How did you know I was gone? No, never mind."

Thinking about it, she couldn't help but know.

Either Knightley, Hindrasta, or Merylda visits my room at least once a day.

"You did something then, didn't you?"

"How on earth could I possibly make the House of Lords and the Imperial Castle join hands?"

"It's obvious. You must have told the 2nd Princess that if she wants to become Emperor, she shouldn't antagonize the House of Lords."

How did she figure that out...?

"And you probably gave her various other advice too. The 2nd Princess listens to you well."

I was about to say something but just stared at Knightley instead.

"Evidence?"

"The 2nd Princess does whatever you ask and gives you money too. And Professor, you're friends with Lord Linus. From the 2nd Princess's perspective, there's no downside to being friendly with you. Since Lord Linus is currently on leave, you're the only person actively working close to her."

What's this? Why is she so well-informed?

I decided to test her.

"If she needs someone to use, couldn't she just call Linus?"

"Lord Linus wouldn't come. The fact that such a righteous hero suddenly took leave from imperial duties means something far more important has come up."

"Hmm."

I knew she was intelligent.

But I thought she was just outstanding among Academy students. Now I see she has quite an eye for political situations.

Is this because she's a duke's daughter?

"So it was you, wasn't it, Professor?"

"If you think it was me, then it was. Even if I denied it, you'd insist you were right."

"Oh, come on."

"Let me ask you one thing. Hypothetically, if the 2nd Princess asked you what should be done first upon becoming Emperor, what would you answer?"

"Me?"

After thinking briefly, Knightley answered.

Improving relations with the House of Lords, incorporating some northern nomads into the Empire, dispersing the functions of the Security Office, conquest activities against certain small kingdoms, and so on.

Almost everything matched the advice I had given to the 2nd Princess.

What the...

"Knightley, are you interested in politics? Or diplomacy?"

"I've picked up various things at home since I was young. I have my own interests too."

Well, look at that.

After half a year, I've discovered a completely new aptitude.

She doesn't seem suited for something like the Special Task Force.

Diplomat Knightley Toulouse or Chief Secretary of the State Department Knightley Toulouse would suit her much better.

Come to think of it, I know the Minister of State who's still at the Imperial Castle.

She's my private student, so I should help guide her future career path.

"Would you like to work at the State Department?"

"The State Department? At the Imperial Castle? I'm not planning to get a job."

"What? Then what?"

"Give me the answer you postponed before."

I wondered what nonsense she was talking about, then suddenly remembered.

"Are you talking about that ridiculous marriage your father mentioned?"

"What's ridiculous about it?!"

"It's absurd! How can a student and professor get married? Stop talking nonsense!"

"I won't be a student after graduation! Where are you going?!"

I fled in a hurry.

# # # # #

The coronation invitation arrived.

At the Academy, invitations were received by me, Kirrin, and Kaiden.

It makes sense for Kirrin to attend as the Academy's principal, since the chairperson is becoming Emperor.

For Kaiden and me, the official title "Demon King Assassination Task Force Member" was attached.

That means the rest of them must have received invitations too.

We'll all be able to gather after a long time.

Come to think of it, this will be the first time we've all gathered at the Imperial Castle since ten years ago.

When I said I was going to the coronation, Olicia foamed at the mouth.

That's because I said I would wear my usual shirt and cotton pants.

"Absolutely noooooooooot!!!"

In the end, on the day of the coronation, I had to wear a very uncomfortable tailcoat that Olicia had carefully prepared.

A formal suit in this hot summer!!

We crossed to the Imperial Castle through a dimensional gate opened by Kaiden.

The drawbridge in front of the castle was already packed with people attending the coronation.

"There are so many people. It'll take a while to get in," said Kirrin, standing on her tiptoes and peering around.

But I had no intention of waiting here.

"Kaiden."

"Yes, Sir Dian."

"Let's climb over the wall."

"Understood."

"Climb over the wall?!"

"There's a route I use frequently. We definitely won't get caught."

Using Kaiden's magic, we climbed over the castle wall and entered the Imperial Castle through a route we had occasionally used since the war.

"Where are we...?" Kirrin asked, looking puzzled as we entered through a window.

"The Emperor's bedroom."

"Eek!"
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"The Emperor's bedroom?! Why on earth do we come here so often?!"

"It's because the procedures for a private audience with the Emperor are so complicated and time-consuming. If you want a brief conversation, it's better to come directly like this."

By the way, this place looks exactly the same as during the war.

It seems they haven't moved to the bedroom yet.

"Let's go. If we take the stairs down from here, we'll reach the hall directly."

We opened the bedroom door and went outside.

"Gasp?!"

The eyes of the servants who encountered us in the corridor widened in shock.

"W-who are you?! Why are you coming out from there?!"

"We're here for the coronation ceremony. The main entrance was crowded, so we came in another way."

When I showed them the invitation, the servants, though still suspicious, made way for us.

After all, it had the Emperor's seal on it, and more importantly, it bore the title "Demon King Assassination Task Force Member."

"Did they say Demon King Assassination Task Force? Is that Kaiden?"

"Then who's that man? Lord Linus doesn't look that arrogant."

The servants whispered behind our backs.

"I'm worried we might get arrested for this..."

Kirrin, who was sticking close to me, trembled.

"Climbing over the castle wall and entering His Majesty's bedroom... That's at least imprisonment..."

"Then they should have made multiple entrances to prevent crowding in the first place. Or had the Magic Department create a few dimensional gates."

"That's true, but... Eek?!"

When castle guards appeared on patrol, Kirrin gasped in terror and hid behind me.

"What are you doing here?"

The guards blocked our way, spotting suspicious individuals.

"We were invited to the coronation."

When I showed them the invitation, the guards were surprised and immediately stepped aside.

Being part of the Demon King Assassination Task Force is convenient at times like this.

Going down the stairs, we found the area in front of the hall extremely crowded.

The corridor was wider than most houses, yet it was packed with people in complete chaos.

Well, it makes sense—this is the coronation of the Empire's Emperor, after all.

People from across the continent would naturally gather here.

Sure enough, there were many who appeared to be kings of small kingdoms or their representatives.

The races were also diverse.

Dwarves, orcs, elves, and all sorts of intelligent species that had joined the human alliance in the past were present.

I wondered if Mr. Nemara had come, but finding a specific person here seemed impossible.

The castle servants were guiding people to their seats according to a seating chart.

I discovered that Kirrin and Kaiden were assigned to different tables.

And my table was completely in a corner.

The adjutant had arranged the seating as promised.

"See you all later."

Parting from Kaiden and Kirrin, I headed to a table set up in a secluded part of the hall.

It was a small table.

Just large enough for two people to sit facing each other.

It was not only in a corner but also partially hidden behind a pillar, making it an ideal spot to avoid attention.

Sitting there, I observed the people entering the hall.

They say a decade changes mountains and rivers—most faces were unfamiliar.

Still, I recognized a few.

I'll just watch the kids from here and then leave.

Kaiden was seated at a table near the front.

As soon as he sat down, castle magicians appeared from somewhere, surrounding him and starting to chatter loudly.

Simultaneously, a commotion erupted near the hall entrance.

Looking back, I saw everyone standing up and rushing toward the entrance.

"Lord Linus! Lord Linus!"

Oh, it seems Linus has arrived.

Through the crowd, I could see the blonde Linus and Celine limping beside him.

They came as a couple, leaving their baby at home.

I remember she could crush walnuts easily—she could probably bring down a pillar here without much effort if she threw a tantrum.

Linus and Celine headed to the front table where Kaiden was seated.

That must be the Demon King Assassination Task Force table.

With Linus's arrival, influential figures from across the continent flocked over, mixing with the magicians and creating instant chaos.

They were probably trying to establish connections, but Linus is too principled for that.

Unless they're proposing to join forces against the resurrected Demon King, he won't even listen.

While I was smiling to myself, another commotion broke out.

This time, it was Rormane entering the hall in purple priestly robes.

Rormane, the Secretary General and third in the hierarchy of the Goddess Order, which most continental people believe in.

In terms of actual influence, Rormane probably surpasses Linus.

Linus is a symbolic figure as the continent's savior, but Rormane wields tremendous power.

Entering alone, Rormane completely ignored the approaching crowd and anxiously looked around with a very uneasy expression.

She seemed to be looking for me, but it would be troublesome if she acknowledged me with everyone's attention focused on her.

I quickly hid behind the pillar and waited until Rormane took her seat at the front.

People continued to enter and fill the hall.

Even after a long time, they kept coming, and the tables right next to mine were packed with people.

Though people glanced at me sitting alone, they didn't pay much attention.

Dressed in a black tailcoat and sitting in a corner, they probably thought I was one of the servants.

For instance, one noblewoman beckoned me over, gave me a gold coin as a tip, and asked me to keep her thin overcoat.

"Please take your seats. The coronation ceremony will begin shortly."

As people sat down following the announcement, I could see the Task Force members seated at the front.

Linus and Celine were whispering to each other, while Kaiden sat with a subtle smile, looking at nothing in particular.

Rormane still had that restless expression, looking around before asking Kaiden something.

Kaiden answered calmly, subtly pointing in my direction.

Rormane's head turned sharply toward me like a bird of prey.

The moment our eyes met, her face broke into a bright, innocent smile.

She shouldn't be staring so obviously.

Fortunately, Kaiden tapped her shoulder to caution her, and Rormane startled, hastily averting her gaze.

# # # # #

"Your Majesty, Professor Dian has not arrived."

In the waiting room prepared for the coronation.

The adjutant reported to the 2nd Princess, who was sitting in a white imperial uniform.

"He hasn't come, you say."

"The guards at the main drawbridge checked everyone's identity before letting them in, and there's no record of Professor Dian entering."

The Princess smiled faintly.

So you really had no intention of coming, Dian.

Truly a man who cannot be bound.

"Should we wait longer? Or send a magician to the Academy..."

"No need. We cannot delay for one person like Dian. Let's begin."

The 2nd Princess rose from her chair, draping her cape.

The coronation was a crucial event.

It was the formal declaration of becoming Emperor to both domestic and foreign entities—even with all legal procedures completed, without this finale, everything would be meaningless.

Given the importance of this occasion, she had invited Dian, but...

What could she do?

Dian was an unmanageable man.

As the 2nd Princess entered the hall, the military band began playing a solemn tune.

Ascending to the platform amid thunderous applause, she unconsciously glanced toward the corner seat behind the pillar that had been prepared for Dian.

There sat Dian.

She had clearly been informed he hadn't arrived, yet there he was.

Surprised by Dian's unexpected attendance, the 2nd Princess couldn't control her expression.

As she continued looking in Dian's direction, people began to notice and turn their heads that way.

"Your Majesty."

As the Princess remained silent, her adjutant quietly signaled to her.

Only then did she shift her gaze away from Dian and nod.

The coronation ceremony began.

# # # # #

Damn it.

I felt embarrassed as people's attention turned to me because the 2nd Princess was staring at me.

Why is she looking at me like that?

Fortunately, she soon turned her eyes away from me, and as the coronation began, people's interest in me faded.

The coronation wasn't as grand as I expected.

I thought there would be magical fireworks or something, but it was just readings, placing the crown on her head, applause, and such.

I don't know how the previous Emperor's coronation was, but this probably reflected the 2nd Princess's taste or ideology.

Perhaps she doesn't care for pomp and circumstance.

From what I've observed of the 2nd Princess so far, that seems entirely plausible.

That might be why the Emperor's coronation is so simple.

After all the proceedings ended, the Princess—no, the Emperor—stood on the platform receiving congratulatory greetings from visitors in turn.

While all the Task Force members including Linus went up, I remained seated.

The reason I didn't leave immediately was because a banquet would follow.

Meals at the Imperial Castle were always exceptional, and I often thought about them during my ten years in Brunswell.

Today's coronation gathered guests from across the continent.

I had high expectations for how much effort the castle would put into the food.

Usually, official banquets aren't primarily about the food but involve complex networking and relationship-building.

However, since I have no such connections, I can focus entirely on the food.

Such opportunities are rare.
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Finally, the banquet began.

A table filled with food was set up on one side of the banquet hall.

Damn it. This wasn't a course meal but a buffet?

I moved my table slightly to hide perfectly behind a pillar, then gestured to a passing servant.

"Here's a tip. Please serve my table exclusively."

When I pressed a gold coin into his hand, the servant's mouth gaped open as he agreed to do so.

"What would you like me to bring you?"

I peeked around the pillar to survey the food on display.

Under the soft glow of the chandeliers stretched a seemingly endless buffet table.

Food was elegantly arranged on gold and silver-decorated plates and bowls.

Beef Wellington with truffle mushrooms and beef inside crispy pastry. Golden herb roast chicken seasoned with rosemary and thyme, whole roasted lamb from the stone oven, thinly sliced smoked duck, turkey roast with butter and sweet potato purée, springy shrimp cocktail, freshly baked lasagna, potato gratin soaked in cheese and cream, seafood risotto with all kinds of ingredients, cheese platters with various cheeses from across the Empire accompanied by fig jam, nuts, and honey, chocolate fondue flowing like a fountain with numerous tarts and fruits, and so on.

There were so many varieties that choosing became meaningless, so I just ordered him to keep bringing whatever he thought best.

As I sat waiting happily, I noticed the Emperor going around the tables, greeting the attendees with thanks.

Oh dear, I need to hide.

But it was the Emperor himself who had assigned me this seat. The Emperor kept glancing in my direction whenever he had the chance, and each time, people's gazes followed his toward me.

Fortunately, I was well hidden behind the pillar, so to third parties, it would appear as if the Emperor was looking at the pillar.

Eventually, the Emperor moved to the other side, and the servant brought the first plate.

It was Beef Wellington.

The grain of the crispy baked pastry glistened golden, and when I cut a piece, juices flowed from inside. Beneath the pastry was premium beef cooked to a perfect medium-rare, wrapped in truffle mushroom duxelles that added deep flavor.

When I took a bite, the moist texture and savory taste of the tender beef filled my mouth. Following that came the subtle aroma of truffle and the nutty flavor of mushrooms. The crispy pastry added richness with each bite, perfectly harmonizing with the flavors of meat and mushrooms.

This is absolutely incredible!!

While I was enjoying my meal, a voice suddenly came from beyond the pillar.

"Master Dian. Are you enjoying your meal?"

It was Rormane, leaning against the pillar.

"Hello, Rormane. Aren't you eating?"

"How could I possibly eat knowing you're alone in such a secluded spot? I came to keep you company."

"Don't do that. Go eat with the others. There must be many people who want to talk with you."

"It's fine. I simply cannot bear the thought of you dining alone."

"No, I'm not lonely, I deliberately came here..."

"Oh, hello, Secretary General..."

Just then, another hesitant voice was heard. It was Kirrin.

Peeking slightly, I saw Kirrin holding a plate piled mountain-high with food, greeting Rormane.

"Hello, Principal. It's been a while."

"Yes. But what are you doing here?"

"Master Dian was alone, so..."

"Ah, I see..."

"And what about you, Principal?"

"Well, I... I was thinking of bringing some... food to Dian... Since he doesn't want to attract attention from others... you know..."

Kirrin's ruby eyes darted back and forth.

She seems extremely nervous in front of the Secretary General, the third-highest ranking official in the Order, just like before.

"You were trying to bring food to Master Dian?"

Rormane spoke with a look of realization.

"I was thoughtless, Master Dian."

"What was thoughtless?"

"Instead of just chatting stupidly, I should have offered practical help. I'll be right back."

"It's okay! Don't bring anything!"

But Rormane had already dashed off, her priest robes fluttering behind her.

"Hehe, Dian. I picked out all the delicious things."

Kirrin grinned as she set down her precariously stacked plate of food in front of me.

"Eat a lot. I'll bring more."

"It's fine, it's fine. I've already asked someone else. Where are you going!"

With the incredible speed of a Dark Elf, Kirrin vanished like the wind.

It's going to be a problem if those two keep going back and forth between here and the table...

"Professor Dian."

This time, a man's voice.

Wondering who it was now, I looked up to see the Emperor's aide standing there.

He was holding a tray with various drinks.

"What is it??"

"By His Majesty's order, I've been assigned to attend to you exclusively."

"What?"

"He instructed me to ensure you experience no inconvenience."

The aide glanced around my table, set down the drinks, and left saying he would bring other things.

In the meantime, Rormane returned with a plate.

"I brought items I thought you might enjoy, Master Dian."

"Thanks..."

Rormane didn't leave, but finally seemed satisfied when she saw me pick up my fork and departed.

Soon after, Kirrin came back with another armful of food and placed it on the table before leaving.

Next was the aide. "This is from Her Highness the Princess."

Just when I thought it was over, Rormane, who had left earlier, returned.

This time she brought bread and various main dishes.

"Please eat plenty, Master Dian."

"Yes, thank you..."

"Ah!"

Kirrin, who had brought similar foods, quickly ran back.

Curious, I looked over to see the aide busily filling a plate.

Beside him stood the Emperor, personally directing what to put on the plate.

Wasn't he supposed to be busy greeting people?!

"Professor Dian."

The aide returned with food selected according to the Emperor's instructions.

"These were personally chosen by Her Highness."

"Oh my..."

I slightly bowed my head as I noticed the Emperor staring intently in my direction from afar.

Only then did the Emperor finally return to conversations with others.

"I brought desserts for you."

Kirrin came running breathlessly with a plate of fruits and other sweets.

"That's enough, Principal... People are watching..."

As the Order's Secretary General, the Dark Elf Principal, and the Emperor's aide continued to shuttle like ants between the buffet table and my secluded pillar, people's gazes gradually turned in my direction.

On top of that, the Emperor was personally supervising what his aide was putting on plates.

'What could possibly be behind that pillar that makes such important people bring food like offerings?'

Noticing the suspicious movements of these influential figures, perceptive guests began approaching with plates full of food.

Then they actually placed the food in front of the pillar?

Some even clasped their hands and bowed their heads!

Oh, please stop.

This is so uncomfortable, how can I possibly eat...

The exit was too exposed for me to escape.

So I had no choice but to continue eating reluctantly while hiding behind the pillar.

Among the people, an absurd rumor was spreading that I was "the spirit of the founding Emperor who came to celebrate the coronation."

They're truly insane.

Meanwhile, where was Linus when his friend was in trouble?

He was busy eating with Celine, not paying any attention to my predicament.

That guy, seriously...

# # # # #

Somehow, after the banquet ended.

Everyone followed the Emperor outside.

Rormane and Kirrin, who held official titles, went with the crowd, while only Linus, Celine, and Kaiden remained in the hall and came over to me.

"Did you eat well, Dian?"

"Hardly. I'm about to get indigestion."

Linus laughed when I pointed at the food piled in front of the pillar.

"I heard there was a rumor about the founding Emperor's spirit possessing the pillar. So that was you. By the way, Kaiden told me everything."

Linus said.

"About what happened at the Imperial Castle. And how wisely you managed state affairs afterward. Impressive as always."

"You think I wanted to do that? I only did it because I didn't want the chaos to spread to the Academy."

"True. You hate having your peaceful life disrupted the most."

Celine smiled.

"But His Majesty kept looking in your direction."

Celine's intuition was incredible and had saved us from death many times.

If she noticed it, I was definitely caught.

"Could it be that the Emperor...?"

"I refused. I don't even want to talk about it anymore."

"My goodness. Shouldn't you be thinking about marriage soon? Princess Mirelis would be an excellent match."

"If he weren't the Emperor, I might have considered it. But I decline becoming an Emperor's husband."

"Master Dian is simply full," Kaiden spoke up.

"With so many women showing interest in him, that's why he feels that way."

"Can't be helped. Dian is popular everywhere. Regardless of gender, age, or race."

"Hmm. Speaking of which," Linus stroked his chin.

"Dian, what about that female Orc warrior you used to like? Are you still in contact with—"

"Shut up!!"

Ch.224 - Side Story or (4)
Linus, that crazy bastard, had dredged up a nightmare I'd nearly forgotten.

During the war, the Human Alliance included almost all intelligent species, with humans at its core.

That included the Orcs, a warrior race, and Linus and I briefly carried out a mission with a unit composed of some Orc tribes.

At that time, one of the Orc female warriors there declared she wanted to make me her mate.

What was it she said? Something about how, as a warrior race, it was natural to be attracted to the strong.

But there was a problem—Orcs, regardless of gender, are all muscle-bound hulks.

Imagine Professor Brogue from the Academy's Combat Department, but with only breasts.

No feminine features, just breasts that weren't even fat but pure muscle.

Anyone would be traumatized if a 2-meter-tall, hulking Orc female warrior came looking for them in the middle of the night with a club and rope, intent on dragging them to her quarters.

Ugh, even thinking about it now makes cold sweat run down my back.

"Say that one more time and I'll—!"

"Haha. Alright, I'm sorry."

Linus chuckled softly.

"Oh, by the way, Dian. I forgot to thank you," Celine said.

"I heard you suggested to the Emperor that our tribe should be given territory."

"I did, for various reasons."

"Thank you so much. Thanks to you, my father can fulfill his lifelong wish."

"Tell him congratulations from me. And that he doesn't need to shoot arrows at visitors anymore."

Everyone burst into laughter.

When we went to recruit Celine, Lormane, Linus, and I nearly became porcupines from all the arrows shot at us.

Though there was a positive outcome—it was the first time Lormane awakened her "Divine Barrier."

"Anyway, now that everything's done, I'm leaving."

"You're going already?"

"Yes. I couldn't eat properly because I was uncomfortable, and there's nothing else for me to do here."

"I see. I'll see you off. You're going 'that way,' right?"

"Yes."

We all climbed the stairs to the upper floor and exited through the window of the Emperor's bedroom.

Normally we'd have to climb the wall, but since Celine had an injured leg and Kaiden was with us, we could use magic to comfortably leave the castle.

"But come to think of it, shouldn't we bring Principal Kirrin with us?"

"She can come with Kaiden later."

"Don't you need to say goodbye to Lormane separately?"

I hadn't thought of that.

Looking back, I could see countless people gathered in front of the main building.

Lormane was probably stuck somewhere in that crowd.

Going there would just attract unnecessary attention.

That's when it happened.

"DIIIIIIIIIIIIIAAAAAAAAN!!!"

Someone was calling my name with an incredible voice.

I turned around and—damn it all.

Duke Toulouse, with a grin stretching from ear to ear, was shouting at me.

His face was flushed red, suggesting he'd been drinking heavily at the banquet.

"DIAN!! There you are!"

His voice was so loud that everyone in the area turned to look.

"The hidden hero of the Four-Year War! The natural enemy of Hindrasta! The savior of the noble army! My eternal friend DIIIIIIAN!!"

What kind of drunken nonsense is this madman spouting!?

"Your Excellency, do you know this person?"

"Of course I do!!"

Duke Toulouse bellowed when someone asked.

"This Dian here—"

"Hey! Kaiden! Open a dimensional door quickly! And shut that man up!!!!!!"

As Kaiden raised both index fingers, a dimensional door opened just as Duke Toulouse's mouth sealed shut.

"Mmph! Mmmmph!"

"Let's go! You come later with Principal Kirrin!"

I hurriedly jumped through the dimensional door.

# # # # #

The position of Secretary General of the Order is an extremely high one.

It's the third-highest rank in the Goddess Order, which is followed by hundreds of millions across the continent.

The Secretary General oversees all administrative affairs and controls an immeasurable budget.

They can exercise many of the Pope's powers, and unlike the Pope's symbolic position, the Secretary General wields overwhelming actual influence within the Order.

Because of this position, people lined up trying to exchange even a few words with Lormane and make an impression.

Due to her position and personality, Lormane couldn't easily brush people off.

So while continuing to engage in conversations, Lormane couldn't shake her anxious feelings.

She kept thinking about Dian eating alone behind that pillar earlier.

Lord Dian dislikes receiving attention.

That's why he abandoned everything and suddenly left the Imperial Castle ten years ago.

And yet, he had made the difficult decision to come here out of loyalty to the Emperor.

Unable to eat comfortably, relegated to such an obscure spot...

What might he be doing now?

Could he be sitting alone in the empty banquet hall, filling his stomach with cold food?

Oh, Lord Dian...

This won't do. I shouldn't be here.

"Secretary General! Where are you going?"

"I have an urgent matter to attend to."

Lormane grabbed the hem of her priest's robe and hurried toward the main castle.

The Holy Knights who had accompanied her for protection hastily followed.

Meanwhile, Kirrin had been swept along with the people following the Emperor and ended up in the castle garden.

Even at a glance, the gathering included figures so prominent that the principal of a mere academy couldn't compare.

It seemed appropriate to just slip away quietly.

Above all, Kirrin was uncomfortable, concerned about Dian.

Why was Dian's seat behind a pillar? Was there some circumstance?

Did he eat the food I brought him?

Dian likes going to the academy's dessert café.

Sometimes he even has cake with me for lunch.

That's why I deliberately brought him lots of desserts.

Had he finished his meal, or was he still there?

Kirrin glanced in that direction.

The Emperor was standing majestically, greeting departing dignitaries.

It didn't seem like anyone would mind if she quietly left.

"Excuse me. Excuse me."

Kirrin used her Dark Elf's nimble movements to weave through the crowd and return to the castle.

Meanwhile, Mirelis was...

"Congratulations, Your Majesty. May peace and tranquility fill Your Majesty's and the Empire's future."

"Thank you. I hope the 'minor legal dispute' in your territory is also resolved well."

The face of a certain marquis, who was bowing to the Emperor, momentarily stiffened.

Currently, the marquis's territory was in conflict over boundaries with the Empire's direct jurisdiction.

In such a situation, for the Emperor to mention the matter directly while using the term "minor" meant he should resolve the issue promptly.

After the marquis left with a sour expression, the Emperor glanced back at the castle during that brief moment.

It seems Dian hasn't come out.

Is he still in the banquet hall? Or has he already left the Imperial Castle through some infiltration route?

Dian is a man who doesn't move unless his heart is in it.

No one can force or intimidate him.

Dian acts only when he believes he should.

He came to the coronation because he felt he needed to be here.

Then... then perhaps Dian might, even just a little...

"Take my place."

Mirelis ordered the Minister of State standing behind him.

As the Minister immediately stepped forward, Mirelis headed toward the castle, his cape fluttering.

"Make way!"

At his aide's command, Imperial Knights and guards parted the crowd to create a path.

Dark Elves Sharian and Jakrion, who had been hiding somewhere, emerged to escort Mirelis from front and back.

As Mirelis approached the banquet hall entrance, he stopped when several people suddenly appeared from the other direction.

"Halt!"

The aide, Imperial Knights, and Sharian and Jakrion drew their weapons and barked.

"Stop! This is the Secretary General of the Order!"

The Holy Knights blocking Lormane's path shouted.

"Lower your weapons."

At Mirelis's command, the guards immediately withdrew.

"Secretary General. What brings you here? Weren't you outside until just now?"

"I was coming to see Lord Dian, Your Majesty."

"I see. Of course, as old comrades, you'd want to speak privately. This works out well. I also wanted to express my gratitude to Dian..."

Just then, they sensed something from the opposite direction.

"Don't move!"

Mirelis's forces immediately pointed their blades in that direction.

"Eek?! I didn't do anything!"

Standing there was an extremely startled Kirrin.

"Kirrin? What are you doing here?"

"Well, you see..."

Kirrin stammered at Sharian's question.

"Dian is here... I was going to return to the academy with him..."

"What a remarkable coincidence."

Mirelis smiled.

"The Secretary General and I also came on business with Dian. The rest of you, withdraw. I'll enter with the Secretary General and Principal Kirrin."

Mirelis, Lormane, and Kirrin entered the banquet hall together.

Inside, servants were busy cleaning up after the buffet.

And in one corner, by a pillar, plates and uneaten food were still piled up.

To an uninformed observer, that pillar might have looked like a tomb of some ancient hero or founding ancestor.

"Dian. Are you still here?"

But there was no one behind the pillar.

"Was someone here originally?"

At Mirelis's question, the servants bowed their heads.

"That person has already left the banquet hall, sir."

"I see."

Mirelis wore a bitter smile.

Dian, you really are...

Lormane clutched her chest, feeling profound disappointment.

I should have brought Lord Dian more delicious food and kept him company...

Kirrin fidgeted uncomfortably, watching the other two.

He's probably gone back to the academy... I should hurry there too...

Ch.225 - Side Story or (5)
Daily life at the Academy had resumed.

Our graduating class at the Academy now had only a few months left until graduation.

After graduation, everyone would scatter to various positions according to their aptitudes and be deployed for actual work.

Our Academy is a Special Mission Academy, a place that produces civil servants who handle various secretive tasks, including what's known as the Special Task Force.

Graduates might work in relatively safe positions like code-breaking or surveillance, or they could become field operatives like Linus and I were during the war.

In other words, how much students learn at the Academy determines not only their career paths but also their "survival."

That's why we can't just push students through with the bare minimum credits.

Consequently, we've scheduled almost the entire curriculum for the final semester of the graduating class as practical training.

This has made the responsibilities of our Combat Department quite significant, and the same goes for me.

Instead of wandering around leisurely like before, I've been properly leading the department with discipline.

The students' wailing has grown proportionally to the frequency of my appearances at the training grounds.

But it can't be helped.

Now, with graduation approaching, is precisely when the students need to be properly disciplined.

During the war, I met countless Special Task Force members and learned something important.

The less experience operatives have, the faster they die.

Some might say that's obvious, but it's not just about skill level.

Those who've just finished training are too confident.

They overestimate their abilities, act recklessly, and suddenly end up dead.

The same applies to our students.

We need to push them to their limits in the final semester to make them more humble.

Additionally, I made one more request to Kaiden.

"Will the students be able to handle it? It could be quite a psychological shock."

"They'll be fine. If they experience it suddenly without preparation later, they'll freeze up and die without being able to do anything."

Kaiden, who had learned the term "mental breakdown" from me, nodded in understanding.

"Understood. I'll prepare immediately."

Kaiden enclosed an entire classroom in illusion magic and brought in the graduating class in groups, one after another.

"AAAAAAAAAHHHHH!!!!!"

"PLEASE SAVE ME!!!!!!"

"UWEEEEEEHHH!!"

Those who entered couldn't even last a few minutes before running away.

The scenes Kaiden showed through illusions were all battles we had experienced during the war.

They were the desperate battlefields between the Demon King's army and the human alliance, where only victory or annihilation awaited.

Even Merylda and Knightley were no exception.

Knightley actually fainted and had to be carried to the infirmary by Hindrasta.

In Merylda's case, she had memories of her village being attacked by the Demon King's army when she was young, but Knightley had never actually seen a demon before.

Demons are truly terrifying creatures.

They have horns on their heads and are slightly larger than humans, but they don't deviate greatly from the category of bipedal intelligent species.

Orcs, which are more familiar to humans, actually look closer to monsters.

The problem is their ferocious hostility in battle.

When fighting, demons emit an extremely ominous and threatening light from their eyes.

And once battle begins, they fight until their limbs are severed or they're on the brink of death.

No surrender, no prisoners. Like moths flying into a flame, or mayflies living as if there's no tomorrow.

It's natural that other races see them as bloodthirsty monsters.

However, demons fight so desperately because of their historical background.

Demons have been a persecuted race on the continent for a very long time.

Their horns are the problem—they look identical to the devil's horns that have appeared throughout history.

So people regarded demons as the devil's minions and avoided them, which over time led to them being treated like untouchables.

Demons scattered across the continent did dirty and dangerous jobs that no one in the cities wanted to do.

Without proper settlements, they lived in tents on hills or wastelands near cities.

That is, until the Demon King—a once-in-a-lifetime hero to the demons—appeared.

For demons, the Four-Year War was their first and last chance. The outcome of this war directly determined their race's survival.

So they had no choice but to fight desperately.

At first glance, one might think, "That's unfortunate."

Nevertheless, there was a reason for the oracle commanding the death of the Demon King and the defeat of his army.

The demons' ultimate goal was the extermination of humans and the enslavement of other races.

But demons don't belong in this world.

According to the author's notes in the background setting, demons are a foreign race that accidentally crossed over from another world.

From the perspective of the Goddess who rules this world, she couldn't just watch as someone who wasn't her child entered her home and threatened to kill her actual children.

So in the original story, an oracle was delivered, and the Demon King Assassination Task Force, including Linus, was formed, leading to the ending where the Demon King was assassinated and the war was won.

And as a supporting character who had transmigrated into this predetermined story, I naturally had to see the ending through somehow to prevent the plot from derailing and putting me in a difficult situation.

Well, the demons had their circumstances, but I had mine too.

Anyway, I saw the ending I wanted and quietly retired without revealing my existence to the world.

And then...

Huh? What's this?

For a moment, I felt something strange.

Wait. In the original story, surely...

Linus, Celine, Rormane, Kaiden...

Hmm... what is it? Am I wrong?

But even as I try to think about it, something seems to flicker just within reach yet remains unclear.

It seems like it was some content from the original story...

Did I forget?

Well, I've been transmigrated for 15 years now.

I can't be expected to remember everything about the original story I read 15 years ago among many novels.

But... but what is this unsettling feeling?

Hmmmm... it's quite bothersome...

Am I missing something important right now?

# # # # #

Deep in a treacherous forest.

A Dark Elf moved silently, becoming one with the shadows of the trees, making no sound or presence.

His name was Drebron, the eldest son of the Nemara clan.

He was on a journey with Nemara, the clan leader, to find other Dark Elf clans who had gone into hiding after the war to avoid war crime trials.

The clan's numbers had drastically decreased due to a recent internal conflict, and they needed to replenish their ranks.

Coincidentally, they had been granted authority by the newly crowned Empress Mirelis to offer conditional pardons to Dark Elves.

If luck was on their side, they could bring in surviving Dark Elves willing to change sides and revitalize their clan.

Despite his large build, Drebron climbed the tree with remarkable speed.

At the top, Nemara was concealed among the leaves, watching the area ahead.

"Father. I've returned."

"The situation?"

"It's exactly as we expected."

Though Drebron's report clearly conveyed a negative atmosphere, Nemara's expression remained unchanged.

Nemara rarely showed emotion, even to his beloved deceased human wife, Marian.

He wasn't one to be easily swayed by such official matters.

"Lead the way."

Nemara followed Drebron deeper into the forest.

Shortly after, the two Dark Elves lay flat on their stomachs between rocks.

They sensed multiple presences ahead.

While hidden, Nemara carefully observed the scene unfolding below the rocks.

They had come looking for hidden Dark Elf clans but discovered something entirely different.

Yet it wasn't a worthless discovery.

This could potentially be an even greater find than locating the Dark Elves.

However.

The scale of what they were seeing was clearly beyond what Drebron and Nemara could handle alone.

If they went in now, they would be the ones to die.

And then this information would never reach the Empire.

Nemara communicated his intentions to Drebron using hand signals.

Seeing the signal for 'retreat,' Drebron nodded briefly and turned while staying flat.

Once clear of the rocks, the Dark Elves fled the scene at incredible speed.

In this deep forest at night, almost nothing in this world could catch a Dark Elf running at full speed.

Not even demons secretly conducting some unknown large-scale ritual.

Meanwhile, at the drawbridge of the Imperial Castle, a commotion was unfolding.

"I've come to meet the fifth member of the Demon King Assassination Task Force!"

The person struggling in the guards' grip was a young man.

This suspicious man of unknown identity had suddenly tried to enter the Imperial Castle without warning and was naturally stopped by the guards.

Then he abruptly claimed he needed to find a hidden member of the Demon King Assassination Task Force.

Complete nonsense.

The Demon King Assassination Task Force consisted of four members: Linus, Celine, Rormane, and Kaiden.

This was a clear and undisputed fact that even a five-year-old child in the marketplace would know.

A fifth member of the Task Force? This guy must be a delusional lunatic.

Among those with mental disorders, there were quite a few who made absurd claims about being agents of the Demon King Assassination Task Force.

"The protagonist...! Aargh! New... Ugh!"

Thrown to the ground, the man could no longer speak as a rain of clubs fell upon him.

Ch.226 - Side Story or (6)
Time is like a cart crossing a hill.

As the final semester of graduation approaches, time flows much faster than usual, like a cart rapidly descending the final downhill slope.

The students are performing advanced combat training to improve their survival skills while also having to decide their future career paths.

While collecting individual career preferences, the school comprehensively evaluates the optimal direction for each student based on their subject grades and observation assessments, followed by interviews with professors.

Some students hope to enter specialized fields like the Cryptanalysis Room where only geniuses go, while others want to join the Special Task Force where they risk their lives in actual field operations like assassinations.

Some even prefer to work in rear support departments that are neither here nor there.

The school tries to match students with their preferences as much as possible, but depending on the available positions at each institution and individual abilities, some might end up somewhere they don't want to be.

For example, in Knightley's case:

"The Ministry of State Affairs?! No way! I want to join the Special Task Force!!"

"Listen, you stubborn girl. You need to go to the Ministry of State Affairs!"

"If I wanted to go there, I wouldn't have come here in the first place!"

Knightley made a valid point.

That's right. If she wanted to work at the Ministry of State Affairs, it would have been much better to go somewhere else rather than here.

However, having previously confirmed Knightley's understanding of political affairs, I decided to place her in the Ministry of State Affairs.

People should be placed where they fit best, and Knightley is not suited for the Special Task Force.

Moreover, she's the daughter of Duke Toulouse, an elder in the House of Nobles.

From the Imperial Castle's perspective, having someone like her in the Special Task Force would be very inconvenient to utilize.

If she were to die during a mission, no one knows what would happen to the recently improving relationship with the House of Nobles.

"I'll speak with the Minister of State Affairs, so keep that in mind."

"Hmm. Then let's do this," Knightley said.

"I'll go to the Ministry of State Affairs as you wish. In exchange, marry me."

"Ah, what nonsense are you spouting again?"

"If not that, then I'm definitely joining the Special Task Force."

I was tempted to give her a knock on the head but waved my hand instead.

"Just leave for now. I have another interview."

After Knightley came Merylda.

Merylda hoped to join the Cryptanalysis Room, and I agreed with her choice.

She's already an experienced newcomer who graduated from a public academy with excellent grades and even served as an administrative deputy in her village.

She will certainly be able to demonstrate her abilities in the Cryptanalysis Room.

Before leaving the professor's office after the interview, Merylda handed me a folded note.

When I opened it, I saw disorderly characters arranged in an inconsistent pattern.

"What's this? A code?"

"Solve it later," she said with a smile as she left, and Hindrasta entered.

"After graduation, I want to..."

"Special Task Force."

"Besides the Special Task Force, I was thinking..."

"Special Task Force."

"Oh, for crying out loud!"

"Special Task Force."

A dragon polymorphed into human form should obviously go to the Special Task Force.

Especially since Hindrasta isn't smart enough to consider other options.

It has to be the Special Task Force.

Hindrasta got angry.

"Listen to me for once!"

"What is it?"

"I want to become a combat professor at the academy."

"Special Task Force."

"Damn it! Why not?!"

"To become a professor, you need practical experience. That mercenary group of yours doesn't count as experience."

"Ugh..."

"Have you thought of any other career path besides being a professor?"

"No..."

"Then tell the next student to come in."

Hindrasta, at a loss for words, trembled with clenched fists before sighing deeply and leaving.

# # # # #

All the career path classifications were completed.

The Head Professor of Combat, myself, and Kaiden, the Head Professor of Theory, headed to the Imperial Castle with the classification results of the students we were each responsible for.

Basically, all graduates of our Special Mission Academy must initially enter public service.

And the institution in charge of public service personnel is, of course, the Imperial Castle.

We deliver our academy's classification results to the Imperial Castle and go through final coordination to place the graduates.

"The wind has already become cool in the meantime," Kaiden said as we crossed the drawbridge.

Indeed, the current breeze was different from the warm summer winds.

Time is like a cart crossing a hill.

Now that summer has passed and we're heading downhill, winter will probably arrive in no time.

It's remarkable that it's been almost a year since I left Brunswell. It brings back memories.

We went to the Human Resources Management Department at the Imperial Castle and proceeded with the meeting.

The meeting went more smoothly than expected.

This was because our academy had already done an extremely thorough first-round classification.

In this meeting, we focused on discussing whether the number of students hoping for specific organizations matched the current or expected vacancies in those organizations.

If not, we discussed which alternative organizations they should be redirected to.

Kaiden and I actively advocated our position to the officials of the Human Resources Management Department.

"No, no! This one must absolutely be sent here. It's non-negotiable!"

"I see. Then I don't think it would be too difficult to increase the number of positions by one or two."

"What?! That won't do! What are you saying right now?!"

"I understand your concerns, but I hope you can also understand our academy's position."

"If you keep shuffling students around like this, we just won't let them graduate!?"

"As a magician, I honestly don't fully grasp the administrative difficulties. I'm just worried the students will be disappointed."

"Come on! Why create a Special Mission Academy if this is how it's going to be? I quit!!"

After lengthy discussions, the Imperial Castle side decided to accept our academy's classification results without any changes.

As we left the meeting room with a sense of relief, I heard some curses from behind.

High praise, I see.

"Shall we head back now? What about dinner?" Kaiden asked.

"Should we eat at the academy, or go to a restaurant in town?"

"Let's go to that place in town. The one we went to last time."

"Understood."

As Kaiden and I were crossing the drawbridge, something strange caught my eye.

It was on the side of the road that continued past the drawbridge.

A person was sitting with their back against a tree, wrapped in a straw mat.

A young man, looking disheveled like a homeless person.

He seemed to be making a living by begging from people coming and going from the Imperial Castle.

Not a bad idea. Many wealthy people pass through here.

That is, if he doesn't get chased away by the Imperial Guard.

"That bastard is back again."

Sure enough, the Imperial Guard cursed as they passed by Kaiden and me, heading toward him.

"Get out of here right now, you punk!"

"I'm waiting for someone!"

When the guard pulled the homeless man to his feet, he shouted.

"I won't do anything else, just let me stay here! I must meet them!"

"When is this person supposed to come here? You've been doing this for over a month now!"

"It's a very important matter!!"

How noisy.

I got into the carriage and headed to town.

# # # # #

Meanwhile, in a secret location beneath the Imperial Castle.

Emperor Mirelis was listening to the report with her chin resting on her hand, saying nothing.

The one reporting to her was the Dark Elf Nemara.

He had just returned from exploring the deep recesses of the continent where human feet rarely tread, searching for the missing Dark Elves.

The expressions of the other high ministers listening to Nemara's report grew darker by the minute.

This was because what Nemara brought was not about the whereabouts of the Dark Elves.

"That concludes my report."

"I see."

Even after the report ended, Mirelis silently stared at the map spread out on the table for a long time.

In a section of the map that, unlike other areas depicted in great detail, had almost no topographical features like contour lines or rivers marked.

A point was marked in that area, which was almost as blank as an empty page.

"So you discovered demons there... performing what appears to be a magical ritual..."

Mirelis's eyes turned to the ministers.

"What do you think? Everyone, speak up."

None of the ministers answered immediately. Nemara's report had been quite shocking.

"It must be the revival of the Demon King," Nemara answered instead when the silence grew too long.

"Revival. That's ambiguous. Does it mean coming back to life, or the appearance of a new Demon King?"

"I cannot tell that far, but it seems to mean the same thing either way."

"I suppose so."

The demon race, nearly exterminated after the war.

Like the Dark Elves, they too scattered across the continent to escape retribution.

There hasn't been a single reported sighting of demons in the past 10 years.

And now demons were gathered living in this uncharted territory?

Were they living there together, or had they gathered there recently?

Whatever the case, this is absolutely not a matter that can be ignored.

Why did the Four-Year War happen?

Wasn't it a tragedy that occurred because the previous emperor ignored numerous intelligence reports about a young demon who called himself the Demon King gathering forces?

Embers must be stamped out from the beginning to prevent them from spreading into a large fire.

All the ministers agreed with Mirelis's logic.

"Form a subjugation force," Mirelis commanded.

"Combine elite Imperial Knights, magicians, and priests appropriately and deploy them to the area immediately."

"Your Majesty, what about Lord Linus..."

Mirelis shook her head at someone's suggestion.

"Lord Linus will not be involved in this matter. He is currently on parental leave."

"But this is a very urgent matter. If he could spare even a moment..."

"I made a promise," Mirelis replied.

"I made a promise, and I will keep it."

It was a promise to Dian not to disturb Linus at all during his parental leave.

Mirelis intended to strictly keep her promise to Dian, who had made her emperor.

And anyway, this was presumed to be the pre-revival stage of the Demon King.

The matter would be cleanly resolved by launching a surprise attack and annihilating the demons.

Following the emperor's orders, the assembled subjugation force departed through a dimensional gate.

However, when the subjugation force burst onto the scene, there was nothing there.

Only the terrain had been altered as if some powerful force had acted upon it.

As if a meteorite had fallen from the sky.

Ch.227 - Side Story or (7)
The Imperial extermination squad dispatched based on Nemara's report came up empty-handed.

The location itself was accurate.

Though not marked on any map, they successfully ambushed the site where demons had gathered, guided by Nemara and Drebron.

However, what they found wasn't "numerous demons performing some ritual" but an empty clearing.

Not just any clearing.

The ground was deeply cratered as if struck by a meteorite, with nothing remaining in the surrounding area.

The extermination squad set up a temporary base at the location and began searching.

But they found nothing particularly noteworthy.

At the Imperial Security Office, experts were summoned to analyze the situation.

First, they needed to determine what the demons had been doing there.

Unfortunately, since no magic existed that could view past events, the Security Office had to rely on Nemara and Drebron's testimonies to form theories.

"Based on the demons' arrangement, it resembles this mandala pattern on page 1045 of this book. It's described as black magic for resurrecting the dead."

"I think this pattern matches more closely. Look here. It's a ritual used by foreign cultists to summon beings from another world."

After intense discussions among experts and consultations of ancient texts, they narrowed it down to two possibilities.

The Resurrection Mandala and the Otherworld Mandala. They were so similar that they would look identical to the untrained eye.

"Since both the afterlife and other dimensions are different worlds, wouldn't the principles—and therefore the forms—be similar?"

"Then which of the two was it?"

"Given that we're dealing with demons, not some other race, it seems most likely they were attempting to resurrect the Demon King."

After considering all angles, the Security Office concluded that the unidentified demons had been performing a "Demon King resurrection" ritual.

The question then became what happened afterward.

"Perhaps the ritual went wrong and caused an accident? You know how these evil rituals exact terrible consequences when they fail."

"Or maybe the ritual succeeded, but an explosion occurred during the resurrection process."

"Or could some righteous mage have cast Meteor on them?"

The last theory was dismissed.

The Meteor spell had been lost ages ago, and even if possible, Kaiden was presumed to be the only living mage capable of casting it.

But Kaiden had remained at the Academy the entire time, and would certainly have reported such an incident.

It was hard to imagine that one of the people who had killed the Demon King would eliminate him again during resurrection without saying a word.

"Assuming the worst-case scenario—that the Demon King was resurrected and fled the scene—where would he go?"

"He couldn't do much alone, so wouldn't he be gathering the remaining demons?"

"But here's what puzzles me. The Demon King's corpse was cremated and scattered across the distant sea."

The Empire had thoroughly disposed of the Demon King's remains to prevent any possibility of resurrection.

"Necromancy can either resurrect the original body or create a new vessel to house the summoned spirit. It's fundamentally different from regular magic."

"Hmm... that's a serious problem."

The Security Office's tentative conclusion was that a Demon King resurrection ritual had been performed and had succeeded.

Now the critical question was where the Demon King had gone.

They had to find him.

With his unique charisma, he had transformed scattered, persecuted demons into history's most powerful legion, conquering the continent through brilliant strategies and consecutive victories.

His personal abilities were also formidable—even Lord Linus and the Demon King Assassination Task Force had nearly been annihilated in their struggle against him.

An unlocated Demon King was now the continent's most dangerous threat.

"Deploy all mages and task force members to search for the Demon King. This is the Empire's highest priority. We must at least confirm whether he has truly been resurrected."

Mirelis gave the order.

"Shouldn't we request cooperation from other kingdoms?"

"It's too early. Mere rumors of the Demon King's resurrection would cause mass panic. Hold off for now."

As he spoke, Mirelis kept fidgeting with a letter on his desk.

It was addressed to Dian and contained all the details about this incident.

If the Demon King had indeed returned, they would need to reassemble the Demon King Assassination Task Force.

For that, Dian's help was essential.

The previous Emperor had said as much.

How they treated Dian would determine whether the Task Force became their ally or enemy.

But they couldn't carelessly bother Dian.

The only reason Dian had attended the Academy without complaint was because Mirelis had accommodated him and refrained from interference.

For now, they would search for the Demon King using the Empire's resources. If that proved insufficient, they would then seek Dian's help.

That was Mirelis's decision.

# # # # #

He slowly opened his eyes.

The first thing he saw was the pitch-black night sky, with the Milky Way stretching infinitely above.

Slowly raising his hand to touch his head, he felt something strange.

A bumpy surface with a spiral pattern ending in a sharp point. Horns.

Raising his upper body, he looked down to see his naked form.

A muscular, firm physique. An excellent body.

He tried moving his arms and legs.

Everything moved properly according to his will.

He stood up.

Looking around, he saw nothing.

The ground around him was cratered in a semicircle, as if something had fallen from the sky like a meteorite.

Where was this place?

He tried to determine his direction by looking at the constellations.

But it wasn't easy.

There were too many stars to identify specific constellations, and he couldn't be sure if the constellations he knew existed in this sky.

Well, he might as well start walking.

If he kept going, he'd find something eventually.

Just as he climbed out of the crater, he stopped.

In the darkness ahead, numerous gleaming eyes flickered.

"Grrrr..."

The creatures revealing themselves in the starlight were quadrupedal, wolf-like monsters.

He couldn't identify them precisely, but they had surrounded him and seemed to regard him as prey.

He had no intention of dying pathetically here.

He raised his hand and swept it from left to right across the pack of monsters.

KWAAAANG!!!

Like a giant's claw, an invisible force tore through everything—the monsters, trees, and soil.

Hmm, so that's the extent of it.

After looking at his hand, he resumed walking.

First, he needed to find civilization. He was hungry.

But before that...

He raised his hand and broke off the horns on his head.

For now, these horns would be a hindrance, so it was better to remove them.

The horns, engulfed in purple flames, turned to ash and crumbled between his fingers.

Now, let's go.

# # # # #

In a remote village on the continent.

The village's only inn welcomed its first outside guest in a very long time.

A naked young man knocked on the door in the middle of the night.

He claimed he had been robbed while passing through the area and begged for a meal, offering to wash dishes and clean in return.

Reminded of his son who had left for the Empire to make money, the innkeeper took in the stranger, fed him, and gave him some of his son's old clothes.

Now the man was just finishing his stew and bringing back the bowl.

"I have no money. I'll wash the dishes."

"Leave it. I've had no guests anyway, so it's no trouble."

The innkeeper waved his hand and took the bowl.

"Go upstairs and take any room. They're a bit dusty since I haven't cleaned, but they're comfortable enough to sleep in."

"No, I won't be staying. I have somewhere I need to go urgently."

"Is that so? Do as you please, then. But where are you going in the middle of the night?"

"By the way, sir, have you ever heard the name Linus?"

"Linus...?"

The innkeeper looked at the man strangely.

"You mean there are people who don't know Lord Linus? The Hero of the Continent who killed the Demon King."

"Is he still alive?"

"Huh? Of course he's alive. It's only been 10 years since the Demon King died."

"Ah, I see. Then do you know about someone called Dian?"

The innkeeper's eyes narrowed.

"Dian? I've never heard that name before."

"He was a member of the Demon King Assassination Task Force."

"What are you talking about?"

The innkeeper retorted.

"There was no one named Dian in the Demon King Assassination Task Force. Even children know that."

"I see... The timing is appropriate..."

After muttering something incomprehensible, the man asked another question.

"Is Kalvasar far from here?"

"Kalvasar... you mean the Imperial capital? It's far. Even traveling quickly would take a month."

"How do I get to Kalvasar?"

The innkeeper gave the man general directions and the names of cities he would need to pass through.

The man listened silently before speaking.

"I understand. Thank you."

He walked past the innkeeper toward the inn's door.

"How do you plan to reach Kalvasar? With no horse or carriage, just on foot..."

"Farewell, then."

The man closed the door and left the inn.
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Fall had arrived, bringing a chill to the tip of my nose in the mornings and evenings.

The graduation ceremony would be here soon.

The Academy's academic calendar was aligned with the organizations under the Security Office, which typically began their initial training in winter.

After all, when the companies where students would soon be employed operated on such a schedule, the Academy couldn't march to its own drum.

This was why they had worked the students like mad as soon as the second semester began.

It wasn't just that the latter half of the year felt faster—there was genuinely, absolutely not enough time.

The graduating students were in the midst of their final customized classes tailored to their assigned organizations.

Knightley was headed to the Department of State Affairs, Hindrasta to some unnamed special task force, and Merylda to the Cryptanalysis Office.

Everyone had been placed according to their talents.

I had worried that the kids might meet an untimely death while carrying out missions after graduation, but now I could rest easy.

The Department of State Affairs and the Cryptanalysis Office were places where one might die from overwork, but there was no risk of dying by the sword.

And Hindrasta wouldn't die anyway, no matter what.

Was everything coming to an end now?

No, not yet.

As graduation approached, Knightley's mischief grew worse.

Specifically, that damned political marriage.

Knightley firmly believed in the marriage to me that Duke Toulouse had arbitrarily decided upon, and she was desperately trying to get a definitive answer before graduation.

Knightley had always been competitive by nature and had to achieve whatever she wanted.

But unfortunately, I had no intention of getting married anytime soon, and even if I did, it wouldn't be to Knightley.

I'd clearly communicated this several times, but Knightley refused to accept it.

"Why on earth would you reject the daughter of a great noble?! If you marry me, my father promised to give you this and that and everything!"

"I don't need to accept. I don't need any of it. If I were greedy for such things, I wouldn't be teaching here now."

"Ha, that's ridiculous!"

Hindrasta was also quite a predicament.

Dragons are a species with an incredibly strong sense of debt and gratitude, and their obsessions are tremendously powerful.

Claiming she hadn't properly repaid me yet, she was constantly looking for opportunities to do something for me, her eyes burning with determination.

That's not a figure of speech—her eyes literally glowed with fire.

When I'd leave work after sunset, two eerie glowing eyes would gleam from an alleyway.

It was Hindrasta, hiding her body in the darkness.

No matter how many times I told her this wasn't the way to repay me, she just couldn't understand.

What a foolish creature.

At least Merylda was normal.

As always, she behaved modestly and studied late into the night, preparing for her duties at the Cryptanalysis Office where she would soon be assigned.

These days, it was hard to even catch a glimpse of her.

Kirrin and Ismera were extremely busy too.

This was the first graduation since the Academy's founding, so it was natural they'd be busy.

There was much to discuss, from the graduation venue layout to various other matters.

After quietly listening, I came up with a brilliant solution to resolve all these problems at once.

"Let's use illusion magic."

"Illusion magic?"

"We can cast illusion magic in the main hall to create the impression that everyone has come to some grand place. It's an ingenious method that saves time, money, and labor."

"Hmm?"

As Kirrin's ears perked up with interest, Ismera glared at her murderously.

"Principal! Surely you don't think that suggestion is acceptable?"

"Ah, is it not?"

"If everything could be solved with illusion magic, why would we bother maintaining the training grounds and faculty? We could just solve everything with illusions."

"That's a good point too—eek!"

When sparks flew from Ismera's eyes, Kirrin shrank back.

"Illusion magic should only be used to make the impossible possible. If we rely blindly on illusion magic, reality becomes worthless."

Kaiden nodded at Ismera's words.

"The Vice Principal is correct."

"Then we'll proceed with normal preparations..."

With both the intimidating Ismera and the uncomfortable Kaiden taking that position, Kirrin glanced at me and lowered her tail.

How cute.

One day, not long before graduation, a cooperation request suddenly arrived from the Cryptanalysis Office.

It concerned Merylda's preliminary visit.

They expressed great expectations for Merylda—a public academy valedictorian with administrative deputy experience and top marks in our Academy's theoretical subjects—and wanted to meet her before she officially became a member.

It was an excellent proposal, so I gladly accepted the request.

The Imperial Castle kindly opened a dimensional gate, accommodating Merylda who was about to graduate.

"Look around a lot and ask anything you're curious about."

"I'll be back soon, then."

Merylda crossed through the dimensional gate to the Imperial Castle.

In the underground of the Imperial Castle, where the Security Office's main functions were concentrated.

Merylda toured the interior with the Cryptanalysis Office staff, discussing various matters.

The working environment, duties, accommodation issues, salary, and other practical concerns of the Cryptanalysis Office.

After all, her assignment there was imminent.

"Is it always this busy here?"

Merylda asked, watching people hurrying urgently through the corridors.

"Busy? Yes, always busy. This is where all information from across the continent converges."

The person guiding Merylda answered with a proud expression.

"I guess that's why you don't notice when things like this fall."

Merylda picked up a paper that had fallen from a stack of documents carried by someone passing by, and smiled sweetly.

"Oh my, you shouldn't touch things carelessly here."

The staff member hurriedly took the paper from Merylda's hand.

"By the way, does the Security Office also research otherworld necromancy?"

Merylda asked as they were walking away.

The staff guiding her turned back in surprise.

"What do you mean by that, Miss Merylda?"

"The drawing on that paper just now—it's used in otherworld necromancy, isn't it?"

"Otherworld necromancy...? You mean not just summoning or necromancy, but both? More importantly, how do you know about this...?"

"I saw it in a book. Rituals and symbols are very important in cryptanalysis."

The staff members, who had been momentarily dazed, came to their senses and grabbed Merylda's arm.

"This way, quickly!"

Mirelis strode rapidly through the Security Office corridor.

People pressed themselves against the walls in surprise at the Emperor's sudden appearance, clearing a path.

Mirelis only showed such urgency to others when the situation was truly critical.

He had received a report that an Academy student visiting for preliminary observation had found an answer related to the demons' ritual.

When his aide opened the door to the Cryptanalysis Office, Mirelis burst in and asked:

"Where is she?"

"Here, Your Majesty!"

Several people were gathered around a large table on the other side of the room.

Materials related to the demons were spread across the table, and a petite, youthful woman was examining them intently.

She was so focused that she hadn't noticed everyone paying respects to Mirelis.

When someone tried to alert her, Mirelis raised his hand to stop them.

"She's from the Special Mission Academy?"

"Yes, Your Majesty. A graduating student named Merylda who is scheduled to be assigned to the Cryptanalysis Office."

The aide reported Merylda's background from behind.

"There seems to be an issue with this intermediate section."

At that moment, Merylda spoke up.

Everyone's attention turned to her.

"There are two mandalas overlapping. One for summoning and one for necromancy."

"Explain."

When Merylda looked at Mirelis, someone beside her whispered, "That's His Majesty the Emperor."

"Your Majesty."

As Merylda bowed deeply, Mirelis spoke again.

"Formalities can wait. Explain first."

"Understood."

Quickly grasping Mirelis's practical nature, Merylda responded.

"This is a mandala. However, it's an incorrect mandala. Judging by its form, it seems they were originally attempting necromancy, but some parts were misaligned, coincidentally overlapping with a summoning mandala."

"You mean both summoning and necromancy occurred simultaneously?"

"Yes. I understand the principles of both are similar."

People began to murmur.

The Imperial Castle's tentative conclusion had been that this was a ritual to resurrect the Demon King, though they weren't sure if it had succeeded or failed.

Yet Merylda was talking about both necromancy and summoning.

"You mentioned necromancy first. What exactly does that mean?"

"It means bringing the dead back to life."

"Even without a physical body?"

"I understand a new body can be created. It's the concept of possession."

"This mandala is an exact copy of a ritual performed by surviving demons deep in a distant continent that was recently observed."

"Your Majesty! That's classified information!"

"We've been assuming it was a ritual to resurrect the Demon King."

Ignoring his aide's outcry, Mirelis continued.

"Our greatest concern is whether the ritual using this mandala was successful. Do you think it was?"

Everyone's gaze shifted from Mirelis to Merylda.

"I believe it was successful."

Merylda answered.

"The mandala is accurate. Although these parts here and here are misaligned, the records indicate that the gaps were filled with additional personnel rather than being completely wrong."

"So the Demon King has been resurrected."

A wave of shock swept through the Cryptanalysis Office at Mirelis's muttered words.

"What about the summoning aspect? Is it reasonable to assume that along with the Demon King's resurrection, something unknown to us was also summoned?"
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An emergency had been unofficially declared in the Imperial Castle.

All key officials had gathered at the castle, and each unit was placed on standby for deployment.

The reason was that the Demon King's resurrection was now considered certain.

Until now, the Imperial Castle had taken a somewhat passive stance.

This was because nothing related to the matter had been clearly established.

The Demon King might have been resurrected, might have failed, or it might have been an entirely different ritual altogether.

But that was no longer the case.

Once an Academy student named Merylda found a clue, the investigation progressed at tremendous speed.

The mandala she claimed to have seen in an ancient book tucked away somewhere in the Special Mission Academy library.

That was the final drop that made the cup overflow.

Why, then, hadn't the renowned cryptography experts known about knowledge that even an Academy student possessed?

The answer lay in the identity of the ancient book Merylda had seen.

That ancient text was part of Kaiden's personal collection donated to the Academy—an extremely old and mysterious book whose very existence was unknown to ordinary people.

In any case.

Treating the Demon King's resurrection as one possibility among many versus considering it a certainty were problems of entirely different dimensions.

The Imperial Castle, which had been responding primarily through the Special Task Force, issued standby orders to the entire military.

A remarkable scene unfolded as scattered Imperial troops simultaneously returned to their garrisons.

At one battalion garrison of the Capital Legion, in the middle of the night.

The battalion commander, who had rushed to the base due to the sudden emergency, asked his staff officers:

"Hey, what's going on? What's this all about?"

"The Imperial Castle has issued an emergency standby order for the entire military, Commander."

"That's what I'm asking—why? What, has the Demon King resurrected or something?"

"Here are the orders, sir."

"Hand them over."

After reading the orders, the battalion commander tilted his head, still looking confused.

"What's this supposed to mean? 'Inspect all persons of uncertain identity'? What is this, a prison break?"

Besides the inspection directive, the orders contained several other instructions.

Judging by the content and overall tone, it seemed the Imperial Castle was desperately searching for someone.

But there was one peculiar item.

"Search through their hair?"

What's that supposed to mean? Why search through hair?

He couldn't understand why such orders had been issued.

"What does the Legion command say about this?"

"They said just do as we're told, sir."

Seems like they didn't get any explanation from the Legion either.

Nothing to be done. What good would it do for a mere battalion commander to question orders?

When they say do it, you do it.

"Call all company commanders to the command post as soon as they return. Operations officer, set up that—what do you call it—the checkpoint status board we use for wartime occupation. Let's move quickly, people!"

By the next morning, all Imperial checkpoints were activated, and patrols were deployed to the borders and uninhabited areas.

It was a large-scale operation involving tens of thousands of troops, but no one knew exactly who they were trying to catch.

The Imperial Castle wasn't being incompetent or reckless.

Officially announcing "The Demon King has resurrected, so we must capture him" would cause uncontrollable chaos.

And they had no idea what form the transmigration had taken.

Yet claiming that a single demon was roaming freely carried too much risk as well.

It had been only ten years since the war ended. Fear of the demon race remained vivid in people's minds.

For these reasons, the Empire's innocent citizens had to endure many inconveniences in their daily lives and travel without knowing why.

Among them was a certain Academy's Head Professor, who normally carried out his duties diligently and was respected by both faculty and students.

# # # # #

"No, I'm telling you I'm not a suspicious person!"

I protested to the Legion soldiers who suddenly approached and inspected me.

"Don't touch me! You're messing up my hair!"

"What do you think you're doing right now?!"

Olicia repeatedly hit the Legion soldier who was rummaging through my hair with her small fists.

"Why are you treating him like a criminal?!"

"He looks suspicious, obviously!"

"What's suspicious about him?!"

"Going out to dinner alone with an underage girl in this dark evening—that's suspicious!"

Oh great, I'm being mistaken for some kind of pedophile again.

"What kind of nonsense is this?! I'm a reserve Lieutenant Colonel! Call your battalion commander!"

The Legion soldiers hesitated and looked at me.

"A reserve Lieutenant Colonel, you say?"

"That's right, boys! I was serving as active duty on the battlefield when you were still snot-nosed brats! What's wrong with you?!"

"That makes it even stranger! How could someone your age be a Lieutenant Colonel?!"

I pushed away the soldier who lunged at me again and shouted:

"For crying out loud! If you're going to conduct a random inspection, shouldn't you check ID first?!"

"Oh, right. ID. We were supposed to check that first."

I let out a hollow laugh in disbelief.

Judging by their ranks, they were junior enlisted soldiers.

I'd heard rumors that the entire Imperial Army had been deployed for inspections like this.

They must be short-handed, sending out these greenhorns in teams.

Well, as their military senior, I should be understanding.

"Here you go."

I showed them the small certificate proving I was an Academy professor.

"He may look like a neighborhood bum, but he's actually a person with a proper residence and occupation!"

Olicia chirped beside me.

"I see. You're a professor at the Special Mission Academy. We apologize."

The Legion soldiers apologized, returned my certificate, and turned to Olicia.

"You too. ID."

"I don't have one. I'm a minor."

"Then what's your relationship with the professor? Are you his daughter?"

"Not his daughter, I live in the professor's quarters and serve him... Whoa?!"

Before Olicia could finish speaking, the Legion soldiers lunged at me again.

"See, that is suspicious! A supposedly respectable professor having a young girl serve him at home! What kind of relationship is this?!"

"You bastards! How else am I supposed to prove myself?! Damn it! Call your battalion commander! No, tell the Legion commander to come out!!"

"Is the Legion commander your friend or something?!"

"Who's the Capital Legion commander now? Major General Leon something, right?! Let me tell you! During the war, when your Legion commander was just a regimental commander, I...!"

"Shut up! Come with us right now!"

I had no choice but to follow the Legion soldiers.

I didn't want to use force against soldiers officially performing their duties.

I should probably prepare something to verify Olicia's identity too.

But what's going on here? Did some dangerous criminal escape?

If that's the case, couldn't they just send out a few Special Task Force members to catch them?

Is there something so serious that it requires mobilizing the Imperial Army?

For example, what if the resurrected Demon King is hiding his identity and has gone missing?

I chuckled quietly to myself.

That's ridiculous.

The Demon King definitely died, and that was the final iteration.

There was no foreshadowing about another resurrection, and no side stories either.

From the moment I left the Imperial Bridge, this story has had nothing to do with the original work.

It's no longer someone's created work but this world itself.

And if something like that had happened, the Emperor would have already told me or Linus.

"Stop laughing and come along!"

"Oh my, don't say I didn't warn you. I'm just concerned for you guys."

"Shut up! Pedophile!"

"I'm a follower of the 'bigger is better' philosophy."

I chuckled as I was dragged away by the Legion soldiers.

# # # # #

Damn it.

Entering Kalvasar, I felt dismayed.

Imperial soldiers were everywhere, with checkpoints set up at every major road.

Has something major happened? Something serious enough to mobilize the military like this?

"You there, come over here for a moment."

As I was wondering what to do, Imperial soldiers stopped someone nearby.

A young man with a small girl beside him—his back was turned to me, so I couldn't see his face.

The Legion soldiers randomly messed up the man's hair, which led to an argument.

Seeing this, I realized.

The Legion had been mobilized to capture me.

They must have anticipated that I would cut off my horns to disguise myself.

And just as I entered the capital... I'm completely trapped like a rat.

How did they figure it out?

But this is no time to stand around like a fool. I need to hide first.

"Call the Legion commander out here!!"

As the man's voice grew louder and other Imperial soldiers turned their attention that way, I quickly slipped into an alley.

"Over here!"

As I pressed my body against the corner and peered outside, someone called to me from behind.

I turned to see a man covered in rags gesturing to me.

"This way!"

"Do you know me?"

"You're trying to avoid the inspection, aren't you? I'm in the same situation. I have a hiding place. Hurry!"

There was no time to think.

The commotion had died down as the man was being dragged away, and the Imperial soldiers had resumed patrolling the area.

I followed him, and he opened a very small side door beneath a building.

"Come in!"

It appeared to be an unused basement or an old sewer beneath the building.

It was a filthy place, but completely undetectable from outside—perfect for hiding.

"It's dirty, but stay here for a while."

The man lit a small candle and spoke with a friendly smile.

"Are you also hiding here to avoid inspection?"

"Yes. My identity is unclear, so it would be troublesome if I were caught."

"Seems like prison would be more comfortable than hiding in a place like this."

The man laughed softly.

"You're right, but I have someone I must find outside."

"Someone you need to find even if it means hiding in a sewer. Must be a very important person. A cheating wife, perhaps?"

"Haha! Nothing like that. By the way, aren't you hungry?"

The man fumbled around and pulled out some dry bread, tearing it in half.

"Let's eat. We need to fill our stomachs if we want to keep running."

As he handed me the bread, he asked:

"But why are you avoiding inspection? You look perfectly normal."

"I'm looking for someone named Dian. He's a member of the Demon King Assassination Task Force. But it hasn't been easy."

I answered while tearing at the bread.

"All the way here, no one seems to know anything about him. All they talk about is Linus and the other members. Do you happen to know anything?"

But the man didn't answer.

When I looked up, I saw him frozen with bread halfway to his mouth, his jaw hanging open.

"What's wrong? If you're not going to eat it, I'll take it."

As I reached for the bread in his hand, he spoke:

"The fifth member of the Demon King Assassination Task Force..."

"What?"

"Are you talking about the hero forgotten by everyone...?"

After staring at him for a moment, I quietly asked:

"Do you know about Dian?"

"That's exactly who I've been looking for."

"You're looking for Dian too?"

"Yes."

The man asked with a stiff expression:

"Are you also a transmigrator?"

A transmigrator?
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"You bastards! Do it properly!"

The battalion commander shouted angrily at the soldiers who had bowed their heads.

"Take it easy. They're just enlisted men who didn't know better."

When I spoke with a smile, the battalion commander bowed deeply to me.

"I'm terribly sorry about this. My men made a serious mistake."

After being dragged to battalion headquarters as a suspicious person...

A detailed background check confirmed that I was a reserve lieutenant colonel and the Head Professor of Combat at the Imperial Special Mission Academy.

And somehow, during the process of verifying my identity, someone of unclear affiliation arrived from the Imperial Castle.

After that person called the battalion commander and exchanged a few words, the situation changed dramatically.

The soldiers who had arrested me were severely reprimanded, and I found myself seated in the place of honor in the battalion commander's office, being served tea.

"So, Professor, do you have any special work experience at the Imperial Castle?"

When the battalion commander asked while wringing his hands, I shook my head.

"Nothing like that. But I'm curious about something. What's all this commotion about? Suddenly there are checkpoints, patrol squads, and it seems like entry to the capital is completely restricted."

"Ah, that... I'm not sure if I should tell you this."

The battalion commander answered with some hesitation.

"Orders came down to the entire military. The orders were..."

After hearing the battalion commander's explanation, I fell into deep thought.

This is definitely an operation to capture someone.

If the entire military is mobilized, this isn't an ordinary target.

A spy? An escaped prisoner? A monster? A terrorist? Or perhaps one of the Dark Elf clan members who fled?

But that doesn't seem right.

Because the orders included instructions to search people's heads.

Search their heads, huh.

That means they're looking for beings that are identical to humans except for something under their hair.

There's only one answer. Demons.

Those creatures look exactly like humans except for their horns.

If they cut off their horns, they're impossible to distinguish.

That's why they're searching heads. It's the only way to identify a demon.

So it's definitely a demon.

But why didn't the orders explicitly state this?

Probably to maintain social stability.

It would be very problematic if word spread that demons were disguising themselves and walking freely through the city.

But...

Would they really mobilize the entire military just for one demon?

Couldn't they just deploy special task force members to track them down?

This doesn't seem like an ordinary demon.

If not an ordinary demon, then what?

Could it be the Demon King?

It seems like they received some intelligence at the Imperial Castle and are mobilizing the military.

I should check this out.

After being released from battalion headquarters, I immediately returned to the Academy and summoned Kaiden.

"Kaiden. Let's see what they're doing at the Imperial Castle."

"Where exactly should I look, sir?"

"The Security Office in the Imperial Castle basement."

Kaiden cast a spell, opening a window that showed the Security Office in the Imperial Castle.

"Let's go to the Decryption Room."

The magical window moved like a drone, passing through the door of the Decryption Room.

"There's student Merylda."

Kaiden pointed with his finger.

It was Merylda, who had gone for a preliminary observation at the Decryption Room for a few days.

Merylda was engaged in heated discussion with others, surrounded by mountains of books.

"Turn up the volume."

Soon, the voices of the people came through clearly from beyond the window.

"So when the pattern is drawn like this, two things simultaneously..."

"Whether resurrection and transmigration can occur in the same body..."

"I don't know about that. My studies were limited to code decryption..."

"Then do we need to find and bring in a black mage..."

"Where would you find a black mage in this day and age..."

I asked Kaiden:

"Did I hear that right? Resurrection and transmigration?"

"Yes, Dian. They're continuously analyzing a specific mandala. I wonder if they've intercepted such a ritual being performed somewhere."

"Does something like that exist?"

"It does, but it's ancient sorcery, long forgotten. Seeing that student Merylda knows about it, she must have read one of the books I donated to the Academy library."

After thinking for a moment, I spoke.

"I just had a strange thought. The recent checkpoints throughout the city seem connected to this. I think the Demon King..."

"You're suggesting the Imperial Castle suspects the Demon King has been resurrected and has mobilized the military to capture him."

We looked at each other silently.

"Is that possible?"

"It is. However, a dead Demon King cannot resurrect himself; a mandala ritual involving human sacrifices must be performed. And that's exactly the mandala student Merylda is discussing."

The Demon King has been resurrected? What kind of sudden plot twist is this?

No, there's something more important right now.

"Can we locate the Demon King?"

"We cannot. The Demon King doesn't emit exceptional power; he's just one of the ordinary demons. Though his individual combat prowess is outstanding, it's not enough to be identified by wide-range detection magic."

"So if he deliberately cuts off his horns and hides, he can't be found."

"That's probably why the entire Imperial army has been mobilized. If the Demon King has been resurrected, he'll be full of hatred toward the Empire and will surely seek revenge."

"He's coming alone?"

"Raising another Demon King's army is impossible. The demon race was nearly annihilated during the Four-Year War. Ten years is too short for their numbers to increase significantly."

"Then who performed the resurrection ritual?"

"About forty people are sufficient to form the resurrection mandala."

"I see..."

To summarize, the resurrected Demon King might be seeking revenge alone, without even helpers.

It's not impossible.

He was incredibly strong; even Linus and I had a hard time against him.

If he could hide his identity and reach the vicinity of the Imperial Castle, he could certainly destroy it single-handedly.

"Let's go to the Imperial Castle."

I opened a dimensional gate and immediately crossed over to the Imperial Castle.

# # # # #

Underground Control Center, Imperial Castle.

After emerging from the dimensional gate, I asked the nearly fainting guard to call Mirelis.

The guard, recognizing Kaiden's face, entered the control center, and shortly after...

Mirelis, opening the door, flinched upon seeing me.

"What brings you here?"

"Has the Demon King been resurrected?"

When I asked directly, Mirelis was silent for a moment before answering.

"It seems so."

"What's the current situation?"

"We're searching, but without success."

"Your Majesty, I'd like to know the details."

When Kaiden spoke, Mirelis nodded.

"Come in."

Following Mirelis inside, the control center personnel were surprised, their eyes widening.

"This is Kaiden, a mage from the Demon King Assassination Task Force. He will advise on this operation."

Mirelis deliberately omitted introducing me.

"Where was the resurrection mandala first discovered?"

After checking the map, Kaiden immediately cast a magical window over the area.

Everyone watching was amazed.

After examining the scene, Kaiden spoke.

"He has been resurrected."

"What's your evidence?"

"The deep crater, like a meteorite impact. The resurrection ritual costs the lives of all participants in the mandala. Upon resurrection, it devours all nearby living beings."

"So the resurrection is certain. Can you find the Demon King? At least where he might be now."

"When was the ritual performed?"

After Mirelis's answer, I quickly calculated.

"Then he's already entered the capital, hasn't he?"

I pointed at the map.

"From here to here—demons have vastly superior stamina compared to humans, so they can cover this distance in a few days without sleep. If he was targeting the capital, he would have arrived at least three days ago."

"What's your basis for saying he entered the capital?"

"The demons who might help him are nearly extinct. He has to survive alone, and the Demon King died with intense hatred for the Empire. Since he can't start another war, he'll at least seek revenge."

People began to murmur.

"Good. Is there a way to flush out the Demon King?"

"There is. He's intelligent and cruel, but also unexpectedly rigid and values honor. We can use that."

"How?"

"From now on, do exactly as I say."

# # # # #

At the sudden sound of whistles and noisy footsteps, I peeked out from the sewer.

I could see the Imperial soldiers who had been spread across the roads all withdrawing.

What's going on? Have they given up searching?

Perhaps they're doubting that I've been resurrected.

Judging by the lack of any circulating sketches of me, it seems they don't even know exactly what they're checking for.

It must be burdensome for the Imperial Castle to mobilize such a large force during peacetime.

Anyway, this is a good opportunity.

I crawled out through the door.

I heard that Hero Linus lives in the middle of Kalvasar Plain.

I'll go to him and find out about the whereabouts of the one called Dian.

Just as I started walking, I suddenly heard something exploding in the sky above.

Looking up, I saw thousands of papers scattering in all directions from high above.

I've seen this before.

During the war, when the Human Alliance conducted psychological warfare against our legions, they used magic to scatter propaganda just like this.

But why propaganda from the capital's sky now? What could the content be?

I picked up one of the leaflets that fell to the ground.

My hand began to tremble as I read it.

After reading to the last period, I laughed and crumpled the leaflet.

Whose mind did this propaganda come from?

Hero Linus? No, he doesn't use such low and vulgar language.

After careful thought, I could think of only one person.

Someone skilled in such dirty verbal provocations that get under the opponent's skin.

Dian. It must be him.

[To the Horn-freak in charge. You're terrible at fighting. You lost last time. If you want a rematch, come face me properly. Stop hiding like a cowardly rat, you weakling. I'll be waiting at the Imperial Castle. If you don't come, I'll consider you a chicken. You'll forever be known as a cowardly piece of trash. Run if you want to. We won't chase you.]
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At my command, Kaiden opened a dimensional gate to summon the rest of our companions.

Everyone immediately came to the Imperial Castle upon hearing about the Demon King's revival.

After the legion withdrew, the propaganda I had written was distributed throughout the capital.

The Demon King will surely read this and come to the Imperial Castle.

He values honor much more than expected.

If we provoke his pride and paint him as a coward, he'll come to the Imperial Castle just to prove us wrong.

Besides, his likely targets for revenge are the Imperial Castle and the members of the Demon King Assassination Task Force.

He can settle everything at once here, which makes it even more appealing for him.

"Then we should set up an ambush with mages and Imperial Knights."

"That would be pointless."

I immediately rejected Mirelis's suggestion.

"Considering the Demon King's power when he was alive, that would be mere deception. They'd be annihilated without inflicting any real damage."

In the end, setting everything else aside, it will come down to a direct confrontation between us and him, just like before.

The Imperial Castle simply provides the venue for our duel.

If the Demon King dies there, it's over.

If we lose, the Demon King will sweep away the Imperial Castle.

And after that? I don't know.

Anyway, we'll kill him just like we did at the Demon King's Castle ten years ago.

"Dian is right," Linus chimed in beside me.

"And I don't want to resort to such tactics either. The Demon King is a man of honor. Setting a trap after challenging him to a showdown wouldn't be right."

"I'll do as you say. You're the only ones who have directly faced the Demon King on this continent. But..."

Mirelis looked up at the pillars and ceiling of the Imperial Castle.

"Will the building survive if you fight here?"

"It won't. But we don't have any better options," I answered.

"The Demon King's abilities are extremely powerful in open fields, but somewhat diminished inside structures like this. However, if the space is too confined, we might all be killed in one blow. The Imperial Castle is the only place in the capital that meets all our requirements."

"I understand. Then I'll evacuate everyone not involved."

Everything happened quickly.

The Demon King is believed to be somewhere in the capital and could come to the Imperial Castle at any moment if he wanted to.

As I stood on top of the gate watching the approach that led to the drawbridge, Linus spoke up.

"Dian. Doesn't this remind you of that time at the Demon King's Castle?"

"You're right. It's exactly the same."

The Demon King's Castle, ten years ago.

When we first arrived, the Demon King was standing alone on the castle wall, waiting for us.

Most of the legions on the front line had been annihilated, and there wasn't a single defensive soldier in sight, though we had expected some to remain.

As we hesitated to enter, suspecting a trap, the Demon King called out from atop the wall.

"Come in! There's no one here but me!"

"Do you think we'll just walk in?"

"Everyone inside has already evacuated! Further bloodshed is meaningless, isn't it?"

The Demon King shouted in response to Linus's challenge.

"I am a man of honor! I swear on my honor! I'm alone inside! Come in! Let's end everything here!"

"Honor, you say? Would a man of honor kill so many innocent civilians?"

"What difference does your suspicion make? Will you turn back? You'll have to come in anyway if you want to kill me!"

Linus turned to me.

"What should we do?"

"Let's go in. His words are probably true," I answered.

If the story hadn't deviated much from the original, trusting his words was the right choice.

"Besides, as the Demon King said, whether there's a trap or not, we'll eventually have to go in if he keeps waiting there. Nothing changes."

"I see. If you say so..."

Hearing our conversation, the Demon King called out again.

"Come to the central hall of the Demon King's Castle! All doors are open! I'll be waiting!"

After the Demon King disappeared below the castle wall, we slowly approached the gate.

Rormane was extremely tense, deploying her sacred barrier, while Celine's fingers turned white as she drew her bowstring.

Kaiden quietly chanted spells in a low voice, preparing to cast magic immediately.

Linus also pointed his sword in various directions, but nothing appeared.

"Dian. Aren't you nervous at all?"

I just smiled at Linus's question.

All the doors leading to the central hall of the Demon King's Castle were wide open.

So we were able to reach the central hall without any hindrance.

The Demon King was waiting for us alone in the central hall.

In front of him was a small round table with a teapot, teacups, and some light refreshments.

"You've come a long way. Sit down. I should at least offer hospitality to guests in my castle."

"We didn't come here to have a leisurely chat with you."

Linus said.

"I know. You're not here to negotiate with me now that the tide of war has turned."

The Demon King calmly picked up the teapot.

"Kaiden."

As soon as Linus called his name, Kaiden cast a spell.

*Zing-!!*

Surprisingly, the straight-shooting magic warped around the Demon King's body and deflected behind him.

Just as in the original story, this guy was close to being overpowered.

*Boom-!!*

The deflected magic hit the wall with a thunderous sound, but the Demon King didn't even flinch as he quietly filled the teacups.

"Stop. You're getting dust in the tea."

I stopped Kaiden as he raised his hand to prepare another spell.

"Since we're here, let's have some refreshments before we start. As he said, we're all tired from coming all this way."

"There could be poison, Lord Dian."

"There's no poison."

"How can you be so sure?"

"I just know."

Kaiden didn't argue further and extinguished his magic.

I went ahead and sat down in a chair.

The Demon King is extremely powerful.

Whether we attack him by surprise right now or have tea and snacks first, it makes no difference.

If that's the case, I might as well sit down and use the time to assess the internal structure of the central hall that will become our battlefield.

The original story was mostly text, so even I don't know exactly what the central hall looks like.

As I sat down, my companions hesitantly gathered around the table.

The Demon King calmly entertained his guests, showing no agitation despite facing those who had brought about his downfall.

But I could feel it. The Demon King's anger. The energy rising from his shoulders like flames.

Nevertheless, the Demon King suppressed it with his reason.

He really is something else.

"As warriors, I respect you," the Demon King began.

"Even though you've led my demon race to the path of extinction."

"I won't apologize, Demon King," Linus said.

"In war, each side's circumstances don't matter. It's kill or be killed."

"Of course, Hero. I understand your words completely. We rose up to escape discrimination and oppression, and you fought to escape the crisis of extinction."

The Demon King pushed a plate of refreshments toward us. Then he turned to me.

"But who are you?"

"I am Dian."

"I already know your name. What I'm curious about is who you are. According to intelligence, you possess the ability to read the future."

"Haha! Read the future?"

As I laughed, the Demon King asked seriously.

"If that's true, could you tell me?"

"Tell you what?"

"What fate awaits our race after the war ends."

I couldn't give a light answer to the Demon King's questioning gaze.

A young demon who had sacrificed everything to save his oppressed people.

He was at the final threshold of his dream but couldn't cross it.

And now he was asking his enemies, who had come to kill him, about the future of the race he had failed to save.

This wasn't in the original story.

I had nothing to tell the Demon King.

I don't know the world after the original story either.

The story ends with Linus killing the Demon King and returning as the hero of the continent.

Nobody knows how the demon race lives in the world after the ending.

But both the Demon King and I could guess.

That's why he was looking at me with such desperate eyes. Hoping for even a glimmer of hope.

"I'm sorry, but I don't know either."

"I see."

Disappointment flashed in the Demon King's eyes.

"Even if I defeat you here, there is no more hope for our demon race."

The Demon King said quietly.

"The legion has already collapsed, and nothing can stop the enraged allied forces."

After we finished the tea and refreshments, the Demon King rose from his chair.

"So from now on, we fight not as the Demon King and the task force, but as warrior against warrior."

The sword was drawn from the Demon King's scabbard.

"I've always longed for this. To cross swords with ones like you. I hope you will face me with honor and sincerity."

What happened next is known to all.

We were nearly annihilated by the Demon King's powerful attacks.

Befitting the final boss of the story, his strength and swordsmanship were at their peak, and he unleashed a barrage of various techniques that made the battle incredibly difficult.

The highlight was his mental attack after being stabbed in the stomach by Linus.

I truly thought we were going to die then...

"Dian."

Linus's voice pulled me from my thoughts.

"He's here."

A man was standing at the entrance of the drawbridge, looking up at us.

Though his body was completely different from when he was alive, I knew it was him.

The Demon King.

"Welcome! You must have had a difficult journey to get here!"

"Linus! You cowardly, petty man!"

The Demon King shouted viciously in response to Linus's greeting.

"How shameless of you to steal your comrade's achievements and parade around as a hero! Do you deserve to be called a Hero?"

What's this all about?
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"Hero Linus!"

The Demon King shouted viciously in response to Linus's greeting.

"Such a cowardly and petty person! Do you even deserve to be called a hero?"

The Demon King's voice, filled with rage, echoed loudly.

"What's wrong with him?"

"I have no idea."

And that guy, there's something strange about his arm?

His left arm below the elbow, visible outside his clothing, appears pitch black.

Is it because of the shadow?

The Demon King shouted.

"Linus! Why are you the one being revered as the Hero of the Continent?!"

"What are you suddenly going on about? Shut up and come in!"

"Be quiet, Dian! I am speaking to Hero Linus right now!"

The Demon King raised his finger, pointing at Linus.

That's when I could clearly see it. His hand, completely blackened.

What is that? A wound? Or a side effect of his resurrected body?

"I saw everything on my way here! Statues and murals honoring you, streets and plazas named after you! So many things! But Dian was nowhere to be found!"

"Of course, because Linus is the hero who killed the Demon King..."

"It wasn't Hero Linus who took my head, but Dian! Yet why does no one know about Dian?!"

This crazy bastard?!

There are still other people here besides us!!

Is he allowed to say such things without any prior agreement?!

"I believed you were a man of honor! But you're just a despicable person who stole your comrade's achievement! I regret ever respecting you as a great warrior, even for a moment!!"

As the Demon King swung his hand, the castle gate shattered, and Linus and I jumped down simultaneously.

"Don't run away!"

Before the fragments could even hit the ground, the Demon King tore through the air and charged at us.

Without any exaggeration, he rushed right up to our faces in the blink of an eye.

"Damn it!"

An immense pressure constricted my chest.

"Dodge, Linus!"

I pushed Linus aside while throwing myself sideways.

CRASH!!

After the Demon King rushed past us, the aftermath followed, igniting flames on the ground.

This clearly isn't his original body, but how can a hastily resurrected body produce such power?

No, he's actually stronger than before. That mark.

The Demon King's black left arm was writhing ominously as if it had a life of its own.

"Where do you think you're going! Forget about running away!"

The Demon King, who had skidded to a halt, tearing up the ground, sharply turned his body.

"Lord Dian! Lord Linus!"

As the Demon King flew toward us like a missile, exploding with aura, Rormane's golden barrier spread before him.

BOOM!!

When the Demon King collided with the barrier, cracks began to spread rapidly.

To think Rormane's holy barrier, which could block even Kaiden's magic, would crack like this from mere physical impact.

"Do not interfere, Holy Maiden!"

The Demon King turned sharply to look at Rormane, who was near the tower.

"Demon King! Follow the laws of nature!"

Rormane shouted, meeting the Demon King's gaze.

"All beings end when they die! Only the undead return to life! The undead are sinful!"

"Silence! What right do you have to say such things! Who are you to define what is sinful!"

Rormane flinched at the Demon King's terrifying killing intent.

"Tell me, Holy Maiden! Who killed me? Who took my life ten years ago?"

"Lord Linus..."

"Nonsense! It was Dian! Dian took my head!! Do you deny this fact?"

"Stop spreading blind rage with false knowledge! You cannot turn back time by disparaging Lord Linus who killed you!"

"You're the one who's mistaken, Holy Maiden! When Hero Linus had fallen, unable to withstand my mental attack, it was Dian who rose and killed me! Yet why does no one honor Dian as a hero?!"

His aura was so intense that getting close felt like certain death by fire.

Rormane became speechless, her mouth opening and closing without words.

"Dian, who killed me, should have become the hero of the continent! He should have received everyone's admiration! But what happened? No one even knows his name!"

An explosion occurred at the waist of the tower from the Demon King's invisible force.

"Rormane! Danger!"

As Rormane stumbled and fell, a dimensional gate opened.

Rormane fell through the gate and emerged from another gate that opened beside me.

"Rormane!"

"Lord Dian!"

Rormane, who had fallen into my arms, hurriedly stood up and cast another barrier.

"We agreed to fight with honor! That was all I had left! But you trampled on it mercilessly!"

The Demon King's eyes blazed beyond the barrier.

"Is it honorable to cause a disturbance by bringing up events from ten years ago now?"

Kaiden, who had appeared beside me, quietly asked.

"Magician! You know!"

The Demon King shouted upon seeing Kaiden.

"You were certainly conscious then! You saw it clearly, didn't you? That Dian killed me!!"

"That's correct."

Kaiden nodded without any particular expression.

"It was Lord Dian, not Lord Linus, who killed the Demon King ten years ago."

"What?!"

Rormane and Celine, who was supporting the fallen Linus on the other side, shouted simultaneously.

"So what does that matter?"

Kaiden continued.

"What difference does it make who killed you? Who received the title of hero afterward has nothing to do with you."

"That Dian, who killed me, is mistreated is an insult to me who died by his hand! I cannot tolerate that!!"

"When was Lord Dian ever mistreated?"

Kaiden smiled slightly.

"Do you really think people don't know about Lord Dian? You're mistaken."

Kaiden prepared a new spell as he spoke.

"Although Lord Dian didn't become a hero, there are still people who know him. And without exception, those people cherish and love him."

"Even so, that doesn't justify not receiving proper recognition and reward for one's achievements!"

"Lord Dian doesn't want that."

Kaiden spread his arms slightly.

"Lord Dian didn't want it. So..."

The enraged Demon King finally broke through the barrier.

Kaiden cast a spell, but just like before, the Demon King distorted it.

Following that, dozens of arrows from Celine flew in, but the Demon King deflected them all with a single movement of his hand.

Indeed, ranged attacks couldn't even touch a hair on the Demon King.

Just like before, only Linus and I could subdue him through close combat.

No choice then.

As I drew my sword.

FLUTTER!!

Thousands of tiny butterflies erupted from the Demon King's hand, swirling around like black smoke.

The massive black vortex blocked everything except me and the Demon King.

It felt like entering a one-on-one arena.

I'd never seen such a technique during his lifetime.

That guy, something is definitely happening to his body.

"Explain, Dian."

With just the two of us remaining, the Demon King asked in a somewhat softer tone.

"How did this happen? Why has Hero Linus taken your place as the one who killed me? Why do people not even know your name, let alone your existence?"

"Is that so important to you?"

"You don't think it's important?"

There was something like sadness in the Demon King's voice.

"Dian. I was on the verge of conquering the continent before losing everything and falling. At the end, all I had left was an empty castle and a sword."

"Along with a teapot of warm tea, a few cups, and some snacks."

The Demon King laughed quietly.

"At that time, I was not a Demon King but a warrior. And you fought me, won, and took my head. I fought honorably and died with dignity."

"No one ever said your death was dishonorable."

"That's not true. Your lack of proper recognition is dishonorable to me."

"I really don't understand. What does that have to do with you?"

"I told you. Lying dead on that cold floor ten years ago, I had nothing left. Only the fact that I faced the hero's party with dignity before dying. But that has been denied."

I understood. He's completely different from me.

A noble swordsman unlike a third-rate blade wielder like me.

"Fine. I admit it. You're an incredibly cool and romantic guy. Compared to you, Linus and I are just petty swordsmen. But you know what?"

I shrugged my shoulders.

"Linus becoming the hero who killed the Demon King instead of me was all because I wanted it that way."

"Because you wanted it?"

"Yeah, man. I did kill you. But I hate all the attention that comes with being called a hero or savior. So I just ran away."

"Ran away?"

"I let Linus take credit for killing the Demon King and bear all of that. As I said, I really hate that kind of thing."

The Demon King said nothing and just stared at me.

"I really didn't want to say this much. You came all this way after being resurrected and you're angry, but if I tell you that it's all because of my lazy personality that prefers comfort, it would make you feel empty."

"So that's how it is."

"Someone had to become the hero. But not me. I hate that stuff. So I pushed Linus forward to bear it all."

"I see."

The Demon King's shoulders seemed particularly slumped as he muttered to himself.

The Demon King is definitely not a fool who lets emotions take over.

Being a sensible person, he should quickly grasp reality after hearing what I'm saying and drawing his own conclusions.

But separate from that, the Demon King looks incredibly pitiful.

He started the war for his own noble cause, and after being killed by us, he came back to life after ten years all alone.

And now, coming all this way only to have the source of his anger disappear.

"Demon King. If you don't plan to continue fighting or seeking revenge, I'll try to talk to the Emperor on your behalf. Your arm also looks a bit strange..."

"Then I can fight you with a clear conscience now."

"What?"

"One of us will die here today."

Hah, why is this guy acting like this? I really don't understand.

# # # # #

Only Dian and I remained inside the vortex.

Dian still doesn't seem to understand my actions.

This is all for the sake of my remaining clan members who continue to live on.

Recently, I heard everything from a human who hid me from inspection.

That person was a transmigrator from another world.

More precisely, this world is a novel, and that person was a reader who had read it.

He told me everything about the future.

About the new side story that begins after the main story that ended with my death ten years ago.
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The fierce black vortex completely isolated me and the Demon King.

This seems to be a new ability, likely a special benefit gained after his resurrection.

The vortex was so powerful that Linus and the others couldn't intervene—they couldn't even enter this space.

Which means I can't escape from here either.

In other words, as the Demon King said, one of us must die.

No choice then.

I've explained everything, but if he's still determined to fight, so be it.

"Do you have any regrets?" he asked.

"If I were going to regret it, I wouldn't have started in the first place."

The Demon King's hand began to burn with a black flame.

That burn-like blackness had already spread up to his left neck and jaw.

Was it always that extensive? Or is it spreading?

"By the way, what is that thing?" I pointed at his left arm with the tip of my sword.

"Is it rotting? Some side effect of resurrection?"

"Don't worry about it," the Demon King replied, slightly pulling his left arm behind him.

"Focus only on the fight, Dian. As I said, only one of us can leave here alive, and no one knows who it will be."

"Right... I understand."

I had tried my best to avoid fighting.

The Demon King isn't absolute evil.

He was an extraordinary figure who rose to save his race, who were treated as untouchables.

While he was a calamity to us, to the demon race he was their savior, hero, and light itself.

The Demon King had legitimate reasons to wage war, and he turned the continent upside down through his abilities alone.

No one can deny that the Demon King was a brilliant commander and strategist.

He's not just some device to be consumed for the sake of making the Hero's Party look good.

I don't want to kill the Demon King.

If he would agree to give up his revenge, I planned to ask the Emperor to show him mercy.

Double jeopardy.

The Demon King already died ten years ago, which was essentially equivalent to facing a war crimes tribunal.

The Emperor would leave the Demon King alone without question if I asked.

But no matter what I say, the Demon King won't listen.

"Why are you hesitating, Dian!"

As the Demon King charged at me, I dodged sideways and swung my sword.

The Demon King avoided my blade with near-teleportation speed, leaving afterimages, and launched a counterattack.

"I'll ask once more. Do you really intend to finish this?"

"Has age deteriorated your memory? Do you want to hear the same answer again?"

"I'm still in my twenties!"

Teleportation against teleportation.

I moved behind the Demon King to target his opening, when suddenly something like a long snake shot out from his blackened arm.

It was composed of thousands of black butterflies.

It seemed to move on its own, independent of the Demon King's will.

"Demon King! Are you really okay?"

"I told you! Don't worry about it!"

As he said that and turned to face me, half of his face had already been consumed by the black energy.

That's definitely not normal. What's happening to his body?

As the black energy spread wider, the Demon King's attacks became much fiercer than before.

"Dian! Attack now! Hurry!"

As I blocked his attack by angling my sword, a thought occurred to me.

The Resurrection Mandala was said to be an ancient, forgotten, evil spell.

Evil spell means black magic.

Since the Demon King was resurrected using black magic that operates on vicious black magical energy that gradually consumes the body, perhaps his body is now flowing with that same energy?

In Kaiden's diary, wasn't that how the black mage who created Kaiden died?

"Demon King! You're poisoned by black magical energy! You'll die when your life force is depleted!"

"I know!" the Demon King shouted viciously.

He knows?

"I know! So what do you want me to do! If you're so worried, will you die by my hand?"

The black energy had already covered the Demon King's entire face.

His eyes emitted an indescribably strange light, and thin vapor flowed from his mouth.

"Hurry, Dian... There's no time to hesitate!!"

The Demon King, whose right arm was now gradually turning black, shouted as if coughing blood.

"You must end this before I can no longer maintain my sanity!"

"Lose your sanity?"

Rip-!!

As the Demon King's tattered top tore apart, his chest engulfed in blazing black flames was revealed.

The ground where the Demon King stood began to crack and sink.

"Dian...!"

The Demon King called to me, spreading his black flame claws that had grown almost as long as daggers.

"Draw your sword! Draw it and... like ten years ago, cut my neck... Urgh!"

The Demon King's upper body bent forward as something new erupted from his back.

It had a truly bizarre form.

Something made of thousands upon thousands of black butterflies, neither human nor monster.

[We'll be together forever!!!!!!!!]

A woman's ear-piercing scream exploded. What the hell is that?!?!

[I'll tear apart anyone who comes between us!!!]

Its arm stretched out toward my neck.

Even though I dodged quickly, the force of its movement sent me tumbling across the ground several times.

Tremendous power, tremendous speed, tremendous momentum. It wasn't this intense even when I fought the Demon King ten years ago.

I realized it.

This is black magic.

The most wicked necromancy that parasitizes a living body, eventually devours its host, and acts as the master.

Yes. I thought something was strange.

Someone who isn't a black mage can't just cast black magic. There's always a price to pay.

Merylda and the Imperial Castle supposedly paid the price by taking the lives of demons used in the mandala, but that was an incorrect assumption.

They said the faulty mandala performed both resurrection and summoning simultaneously, right?

The lives of the dead demons were the price for summoning.

The price for resurrection was the Demon King's body itself.

Perhaps because of this, the Demon King hasn't moved at all since he collapsed earlier.

He seems to have already been devoured by that thing and lost his life.

If so, what is the identity of this parasite inhabiting the Demon King's strong mind and body, and what purpose does it have?

[I must research stronger magic!! Magic strong enough to overturn the world!!!!]

It screamed like a deranged person.

[Otherwise, the Demon King will abandon me!!!!!]

The moment I heard those words, I was shocked.

Damn it. Could this be the same black magical energy that was connected to Kaiden's birth mother?!

What the hell is going on?!

[Never! Don't leave me!!!! I won't let go!!!!]

But there's no time to think about how Kaiden's mother's grudge transformed into black magical energy and possessed the Demon King.

A black magic host consumed by hatred and obsession that could destroy the world.

Combined with the Demon King's power, I must kill it here without fail.

But how do I kill it?

[Let's be together forever!! I'll give you everything!!! I can even bathe you in my blood!!!]

With rising momentum, it created multiple arms and began swinging them like whips in all directions.

Just avoiding those arms was overwhelming, making it impossible to even approach the main body.

"Damn it!"

At that moment, a sharp arm flew at me from a blind spot I hadn't noticed.

I need to dodge! But it's too late!

I raised my sword to brace for impact. But I felt nothing.

When I turned my head, the Demon King, whom I thought was dead, had raised his arm and was gripping the thing's arm that had tried to attack me?!

"Dian...!" the Demon King who had struggled to his feet shouted.

"This thing is using my body as a host...! You must cut my neck!!"

The Demon King grabbed another arm trying to attack me with his remaining hand and coughed blood.

"If this thing gets loose, the continent is finished!!! Kill me now!!!"

[The Demon King is holding my hand!!!!!!]

There's no time to think twice.

Based on the attack pattern I just witnessed, even Linus couldn't stop this thing.

This moment, when the host is resisting, is our only chance!

I gripped my sword and dashed toward the Demon King.

I maximized all my aura and senses.

I'm using my full power that I never used even when fighting the Demon King ten years ago!

I'm unleashing the transmigration special ability I've never revealed to anyone!!

Everything stopped.

The black vortex spinning madly, the black tentacles rushing toward me, the Demon King shouting while coughing blood.

In a vacuum space where no sound or smell could be perceived, I ran forward slowly as if in slow motion.

Slowly like walking through deep water, yet with an unstoppable heavy force.

Time distortion that neither archmages, saints, heroes, nor even gods can perform.

This is my final transmigration special ability.

I never used this ability during the war.

I was afraid that if I arbitrarily twisted the time axis, it might cause irreversible negative effects on the original story.

But now it's different.

The original ending has concluded, and this is the world after the original story.

I cannot forgive anyone who tries to ruin the world where I want to retire and live quietly.

Before the tip of my sword reached the Demon King's neck.

"Any last words?"

"I have a request, Dian...."

The Demon King, partially freed from the special ability's effect, slowly opened his mouth.

"Somewhere in the world... there are still members of our race hiding... far from civilization... in cold and hunger... *cough*!"

Bright red blood flowed down with his cough.

"Their numbers have dwindled significantly... they no longer pose a threat to the continent.... So please... could you take them in...."

Breathing heavily, the Demon King looked straight into my eyes.

"In exchange for my second death... grant absolution... to our race living miserable, pitiful lives...."

I felt like I'd been hit on the back of my head with a hammer.

Even in this moment of dying again after resurrection... his thoughts were only for his people?

Truly indescribably noble and dignified....

"Please help... my people... live peaceful daily lives...."

As I was at a loss for words, the Demon King continued.

"In this world after the true ending... where you are the new protagonist of this side story...."

Ch.234 - Side Story or (14)
"Please help our tribe... live a peaceful life... I beg you..."

Dian stared at me blankly with his mouth slightly open.

"You are the new... protagonist of this side story... in the world after the true ending..."

"New protagonist... side story... what are you talking about...?"

I couldn't answer Dian's question.

Blood gushed out with a violent cough.

This cursed black demonic power had already consumed my entire body.

I was already as good as dead.

Before I died, before the black demonic power completely devoured my mind and I could no longer speak, I needed to secure a promise from Dian.

"Promise me, Dian... that you'll save the remaining members of my tribe...! Just as you saved the entire continent by killing me...! I beg you to kill me again and save our Demon Race in return!"

After summoning all my strength to shout, Dian nodded with determined eyes.

"I swear. I'll save the Demon Race."

"Thank you.... Now I can die... without regrets... This is why... I came here in the first place..."

My vision gradually blurred.

Suddenly, my entire life flashed before my eyes.

# # # # #

I was born as the youngest child in an ordinary family.

For our Demon Race, "ordinary" meant desperately poor, without a permanent residence, wandering from place to place, doing the filthiest jobs in cities just to put food in our mouths each day.

My family was no exception.

My parents and six family members including myself traveled around cities and territories in a small kingdom in the western continent, making our living by cleaning sewers.

I started working when I was six years old, as soon as I could understand language and communicate. That's how poor our family was.

My father couldn't properly fulfill his role as the head of the family due to his disability. He had been permanently disabled after being beaten by human vagrants before I was born.

Still, he was a man of excellent character who did his best to raise us properly despite our poverty. My mother was the same.

But reality was much colder and crueler.

My father didn't survive the winter of my seventh year.

His body had weakened from being bedridden due to his limited mobility, and that winter was unusually cold.

Our hastily built shack with straw mats for windows was no match against the cold.

After my father passed away, we couldn't even hold a funeral.

The Demon Race with devil-like horns was considered an impure race, and even our corpses were treated as waste to be kept at a distance.

In that cold winter, we had to dig the frozen ground deep in the forest with our bare hands and pile stones to hastily bury our father.

We had no time to grieve as we immediately returned to work.

Our hands and feet swelled red with frostbite, but we had no choice.

This was the ordinary life of the Demon Race.

My mother passed away from overwork when I was thirteen.

By the time I turned twenty, I had no siblings left.

All died from accidents and diseases, and one was murdered for fun by drunk humans.

At this point, I began to question:

What sin had our Demon Race committed to suffer generation after generation?

Was it merely because the horns on our heads resembled those of devils?

But had anyone on the continent actually seen a real devil?

And even if our horns resembled those of devils, was that reason enough?

My doubt turned into rage.

I couldn't let my children's children live the same life I had.

I made a decision. I would shatter this eternal curse that had been passed down through generations.

So I traveled across the continent, rallying our tribe members and raising an army.

I declared war against humans and swept across the continent like an unstoppable force.

I thought we would succeed. Until they appeared.

A human hero named Linus and his companions annihilated our forces and eventually came for me.

After evacuating the surviving tribe members, I faced the humans alone.

As expected, they were strong, and I was killed by a human named Dian, one of the hero's companions, who cut off my head.

That was the last of my memories.

And then I opened my eyes again.

Ten years after my death.

I wanted to find my tribe members, but they were scattered everywhere, making it nearly impossible for me to find them alone.

So I decided to go to the capital, Kalvasar. I might be able to get some information or clues there.

But strangely, throughout my journey to the capital, I heard plenty about Hero Linus, but no one knew about Dian, who had actually killed me.

When I arrived at the capital, I met someone who claimed to be a transmigrator.

When this person learned that I knew Dian, they told me everything they knew.

This world was a novel.

The main story ended with my death ten years ago, and a side story began with my resurrection.

The Demon King resurrects, and in the process, black demonic power consumes his body.

The completely corrupted Demon King gathers all remaining Demon Race members, turns them into monsters like himself, and starts a second war.

Although their numbers are greatly reduced compared to the first war, the Demon Race, strengthened by the black demonic power, once again reduces the continent to ashes.

The normal ending of the side story is when a newly appeared protagonist beheads the corrupted Demon King.

That new protagonist was Dian, the hidden fifth member of the task force.

And this transmigrator was looking for Dian to tell him about the future they knew.

Me, consumed by black demonic power and turning our tribe into monsters?

Impossible. It absolutely must not happen.

However, there was a problem.

Regardless of my will, the black demonic power was slowly consuming my body.

My left arm was already burned up to the elbow, and I couldn't even move it as I wished.

If I remained idle, everything would happen just as the transmigrator said.

After careful consideration, I made a decision.

If I was going to be corrupted anyway, I would at least protect my tribe.

I would die before turning my tribe members into monsters.

But I couldn't simply kill myself.

The black demonic power was so vicious that it wouldn't allow its host to commit suicide.

This was something I learned long ago when commissioning a golem from a black mage.

Then I had no choice but to go to Dian before it was too late.

If the ending of the side story was the new protagonist, Dian, killing the corrupted Demon King, I would accelerate that ending.

I would die either way, but the fate of our tribe would be completely different.

Before I became an irreversible monster, I would die by Dian's hand and entrust him with the future of our tribe.

Dian, surely Dian wouldn't ignore a request made at the cost of my life.

And now, I'm dying by Dian's hand as planned.

As I struggled to smile, I suddenly realized there was more I needed to say.

"And..."

I took a moment to catch my breath before speaking.

"Tell the mage... his name was... Kaiden, wasn't it...?"

"That's right."

"I know... he was born with my hair mixed in... But... although I had many chances to speak to him... I couldn't... I was ashamed of ignoring him all this time..."

"I see."

"The truth is... I despised him... as a golem made from my hair and corpse... But that hatred... should have been directed at the black mage who created him and at myself... He... did nothing wrong... He was just born..."

A bitter smile formed on my lips.

"So... please tell him... I'm sorry for making him be born that way... and for abandoning him in indifference..."

"I'll tell him that too."

"And... find the transmigrator... They will... tell you everything... Why I had to do this... They're hiding in the capital's sewers... looking for you..."

"A transmigrator..."

Dian lowered his eyes, lost in thought.

"Dian. I have nothing more to say... Let's not delay any longer..."

"Understood. Rest in peace."

Dian's blade struck my neck.

# # # # #

"Dian! No!!"

As the black vortex swallowed both the Demon King and Dian, Linus shouted and exploded his aura.

The aura unleashed by the strongest human warrior with all his might was unimaginably powerful.

The impact caused part of the castle wall to collapse and the stone pavement to simultaneously rise and surge upward.

"Sir Dian!!"

Following him, the members of the Demon King Assassination Task Force unleashed their attacks toward the vortex all at once.

The attack magic of the archmage, the holy power of the saint borrowing divine strength, the sharp arrows of the divine archer hunter.

But none could penetrate the black vortex created by the Demon King.

"Deploy the Imperial Knights!! We must save Dian!!"

Mirelis, who had remained in the Imperial Castle without evacuating, gave the order upon seeing this.

But unable to wait for the knights to attack, he drew his own sword and jumped out of the castle window.

"Your Majesty! It's dangerous!"

Ignoring his aide's restraint, Mirelis gripped his sword tightly and charged toward the black vortex.

"Dian!!"

Just as Mirelis's blade touched the surface of the vortex and broke—

Whoosh—!!

The massive vortex that seemed like it would never disappear suddenly transformed into millions of black butterflies and scattered in all directions.

"Argh!"

The aide tackled Mirelis to the ground, and the Imperial Knights who were about to charge from the castle all flattened themselves against the ground.

"Dian! Dian!! Damn it!!"

Linus staggered, unable to move forward, and Celine caught him from behind, losing her balance and falling with him.

"Sir Dian! Sir Dian! No...!"

Rormane fell to her knees, wailing.

"I haven't even properly conveyed my feelings yet... My sincerity hasn't even reached him..."

"Then it seems the opportunity still remains."

Kaiden approached Rormane calmly and spoke.

"Raise your head, Lady Rormane. Sir Dian is right there."

Rormane looked ahead slowly, tears streaming down her face.

Dian stood where everything had disappeared.

Looking down at the Demon King kneeling before him with his head severed.
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"And... find the transmigrated one... They will... tell you everything... They've been hiding... in the capital's sewers, searching for you..."

"The transmigrated one..."

So with the resurrection, a new transmigrated person has fallen into this world besides me.

"Dian. I have nothing more to say... Let's not waste any more time..."

The Demon King roused me from my thoughts.

"Understood. Then rest in peace."

The blade severed the Demon King's neck.

The moment the Demon King's head hit the ground.

[Nooooooooo!!!!!!!]

With a tearing scream of dark magic, the black vortex scattered like an explosion.

The Demon King died while kneeling.

In exactly the same posture as when he died at the Demon King's castle ten years ago.

Though we met as enemies and I killed him twice by my own hand, he was truly someone I couldn't help but respect.

As promised, I will certainly take care of the demon race.

"Dian!!"

Over there, Linus called my name as he ran toward me.

"Dian! Are you alright?"

"I'm fine. Perfectly fine."

"The Demon King?"

"Dead. I have some things to discuss about it. The Emperor..."

"Dian!"

"Ack!"

Rormane came running and jumped into my arms.

"Dian! Thank goodness you're safe! I thought you had died!"

"Did you really think I would die?"

"The Demon King's dark magic was incredibly powerful! Much stronger than that of the dark mage who created Kaiden!"

"Still no match for me. Now let me go."

But instead of pulling away, Rormane embraced me even more tightly.

However, a moment later, when others who had remained at the Imperial Castle came rushing over, she quickly separated from me, conscious of their eyes.

Rormane was a priestess of the Order. Physical contact with men was forbidden.

Given the circumstances, it could be overlooked, but otherwise, it would be grounds for dismissal.

"Dian. I'm glad you're safe."

Celine approached, limping, and grabbed my shoulder.

"If something had happened to you, we would have..."

"Haha. I didn't die. Why did everyone assume I would die?"

"Well, your opponent was the Demon King."

Kaiden smiled gently.

"Ten years ago, we all struggled despite fighting together. And the resurrected Demon King showed even greater power than before."

"But I still won. Oh, and by the way."

I turned my gaze to the Demon King's head on the ground.

The Demon King's eyes were still open.

"The Demon King asked me to tell you something."

"The Demon King wanted to tell me something? What did he say?"

"He said he was sorry."

Kaiden just looked up at me silently.

"The Demon King apologized to Kaiden?"

Celine and Rormane looked puzzled, while Linus, who already knew the contents of the diary, simply nodded.

And so did Kaiden.

That clever magician would have already sensed and heard all the emotions and remaining words from the Demon King that I hadn't yet conveyed.

Kaiden walked over and knelt before the fallen head of the Demon King.

Then he reached out with his small hand and closed the Demon King's eyes.

At the same time, blue magical flames began to engulf the Demon King's body, slowly burning it away.

"The Demon King... The Demon King is dead...!"

When the Demon King's eyes closed, one of the gathered people shouted.

"Woooah! The Demon King is dead!!"

Then, like fire spreading through a dry reed field, cheers erupted instantly.

"The Demon King is dead!! Professor Dian killed the Demon King!!"

Ah, damn it.

"Hurrah for Professor Dian! Hurrah for the Hero of the Empire!"

This seems to be taking a strange turn.

Originally, I had planned to summon the Demon King here and have Linus kill him like before...

But the Demon King suddenly created a vortex and trapped me separately...

I can't stay here any longer.

"Kaiden. Let's escape."

"Understood, Dian."

A dimensional gate opened beneath our feet.

"See you later, Linus! I'll explain everything then!"

"Hurrah for Professor Dian, Hero of the Empire!!"

# # # # #

Upon returning to the Academy, I immediately asked Kaiden to help me find the transmigrated person the Demon King had mentioned.

"He said they were hiding somewhere in the capital's sewers."

"Could it be that person?"

Kaiden's magical window, which had been scanning the capital's alleys like a drone, found a man.

The man was just opening a sewer cover and poking his head out to survey his surroundings.

Let's see. Judging by his appearance, he matches the description the Demon King gave.

"Bring him here."

"Understood."

A dimensional gate opened in the ceiling of my office, and the transmigrated person fell through.

"Ouch!"

Confused at first, the man saw Kaiden and me and jumped up in terror.

"D-don't move! I'll kill myself if you touch me!!"

The transmigrated person held a sharp piece of glass to his throat, attempting something like a hostage situation with himself.

"Calm down. I'm Dian. The fifth special task force member you're looking for."

"Dian? You're Dian?"

The man's eyes widened.

"You're saying you're Dian? The hidden fifth member of the Demon King Assassination Task Force?"

"Yes. This is Kaiden."

"I-I can't believe it... I've finally found you..."

Tears began to well up in the man's eyes.

"Did you... meet the Demon King...?"

"I did. He just died."

"So he went after all... Down the path of death he chose himself..."

The transmigrated person's eyes reddened.

The path of death he chose himself.

"Just before dying, the Demon King told me to find you. He said you would tell me everything."

"Yes... The Demon King asked me too... He told me to repeat what he said to me when he died and you found me..."

Then the transmigrated person told me the Demon King's story.

About the Demon King's plan to prevent tragedy by choosing death himself, knowing the side story's progression and ending.

"The Demon King chose a future where only he would die, since death was his inevitable fate. He didn't want the remaining members of his race and innocent people of the continent to fall into the abyss of death through another war."

The transmigrated person explained.

"I see..."

"This is completely different from the side story's plot. Although the ending where the Demon King dies by your hand remains the same."

So instead of causing chaos with knowledge from the side story, he chose death himself and hastened the ending.

"Well, that's fine. Let me ask you a few things. Does the side story end with the Demon King dying by my hand?"

"It does."

"Then I suppose such absurd events won't happen anymore. Do you know the locations of the hidden demons?"

"I know roughly. In the side story, when the Demon King becomes corrupted and goes to where his clan is hiding, the place names are mentioned."

Good. I'll need to speak with the Emperor about pardoning those demons and either letting them into the cities or arranging a place for them to live.

"Anyway, this is fortunate. Although much of the middle process was skipped, the side story has safely reached its ending."

While I was lost in these thoughts, the transmigrated person spoke.

"Now you can live peacefully without any worries."

"I suppose so. What about you? What will you do now?"

"Me? Well, I guess I'll have to adapt and live in this world. I don't know if you're aware, but once transmigrated, returning to one's original world is nearly impossible."

Of course I know. I'm that kind of person. He probably thinks I'm just one of the supporting characters from the original story.

"I'm worried because I transmigrated without any special benefits, just my bare self, but people live here too, right?"

"Still, it's not a place where someone from the outside world can easily adapt."

After thinking for a moment, I made an offer to the transmigrated person.

"Um, would you like me to find you a house and a job?"

"Me?"

"Thanks to you, we resolved this before anything major happened, so I should repay you."

"If you could do that for me, I would be extremely grateful."

I introduced Brunswell to the transmigrated person.

I offered to give him my large detached house in that quiet southern port, along with a substantial sum of money, and advised him to settle there.

I added that with a letter of introduction from me, almost everything in the port would be a free pass.

The transmigrated person happily accepted the offer, and Kaiden immediately sent him to my house in Brunswell.

Along with an extremely heavy bag of gold coins.

As the transmigrated person stepped through the dimensional gate with a big smile, Kaiden waved and said:

"You're giving it away too easily."

"If it weren't for him, who knows what would have happened to us."

"That's true. But what will you really do now, Dian?"

"About what?"

"You're also a transmigrated person. Now that you've truly seen all the endings, do you have any specific plans?"

Plans after the ending...

"Nothing special. Just living comfortably like now."

Whether I was a supporting character or the protagonist, it's natural to heal after seeing the ending.

# # # # #

But that wish was shattered as soon as the sun rose the next day.

Rumors spread throughout the capital.

The checkpoints and patrols mobilized by the legion were all meant to find the Demon King who had cut off his horns and infiltrated in disguise.

The entire Demon King Assassination Task Force, including Lord Linus, had been summoned to the Imperial Castle to capture the Demon King.

But surprisingly, the one who killed the Demon King wasn't Hero Linus, but an Academy professor no one had seen before.

Amazingly, that professor was the hidden fifth member of the Demon King Assassination Task Force.

And that professor was Dian, the Head Professor of Combat at the Imperial Special Mission Academy in the capital.

The Imperial Castle issued an official statement denying these rumors and threatened to punish those spreading false information, but how could that be easy?

The incredibly dopamine-inducing rumors, which overcame even the fear of punishment, spread in all directions at a terrifying speed.

"Kaiden."

"Yes, Dian."

"I have one favor to ask."

When a huge crowd gathered at the Academy's main gate.

I had packed all my belongings with Olicia and called for Kaiden.

"Deliver this to the Imperial Castle. It's a letter requesting the fulfillment of the Demon King's last wishes. Ask Linus to vouch for it along the way. If they don't comply, tell him to scold the Emperor on my behalf."

"Understood."

"And open a dimensional gate to the place I told you about. Don't tell anyone, not even Linus, where it is."

Kaiden responded with a subtle smile instead of words.

I can't think of any other solution right now.

The rumors have already spread beyond the capital throughout the Empire, and all my personal information has been exposed.

This is an emergency situation incomparable to ten years ago.

I wonder why things get so complicated every time I kill the Demon King.

"Oh my, oh my..."

Olicia has been lamenting like that since the moment she heard we were leaving.

"How could we leave the city we worked so hard to reach and go back to the countryside... Oh my, oh my..."

"Then I'll go alone. You can stay here."

"That won't do. You'd starve to death without me, Dian."

Olicia stopped crying and became serious.

"Ha, you're right. Then Kaiden, open it."

Kaiden drew his finger in the air and opened a dimensional gate.

"Take care, Dian. And you too, Olicia."

"Goodbye, Kaiden. Let's meet again if we get the chance."

"Farewell, Professor Kaiden."

With Kaiden's send-off, Olicia and I stepped through the dimensional gate.
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"Dian! Is Dian here?!"

The tavern door burst open as a young woman rushed in.

"Olicia? What's wrong?"

I was just about to pick up my chopsticks when I turned to see Olicia grabbing my arm and pulling.

"The Black Forest Bandits are coming here right now!"

"Black Forest Bandits? I thought I taught them a lesson before?"

"This time their leader came personally! He says he's going to get revenge on you...!"

Revenge? What ridiculous fellows.

"Alright, let's go. First, let go of me."

I removed Olicia's hand from my arm and left the tavern.

Outside, various noises reached my ears.

The sound of things breaking, curses, screams, and hurried footsteps. Things that didn't quite fit the peaceful and quiet eastern rural village.

Beyond the low rooftops, I could see a black flag with crossed swords and bamboo fluttering. The flag of the Black Forest Bandits.

Against the backdrop of that distinctive flag, I could see about a hundred people walking toward us.

They were dressed in black uniforms matching their flag, holding all sorts of bladed weapons like swords, spears, and what looked like fire pokers.

Let's see. Those guys in the back are just small fry, and that one in front with the executioner's sword must be the leader.

"Olicia. Go home. Oh, she's already gone."

I smiled as I watched Olicia already escaping through the alleyway. Meanwhile, the Black Forest Bandits kept approaching.

Standing in the middle of the road with my hands on my hips, they spotted me and gradually slowed their pace.

"Boss! That's him!"

One of the members pointed at me.

His left sleeve was empty and fluttering—must be one of the guys who got hurt by me last time.

The Black Forest Bandits are supposedly a group that protects this Silver Night Village area, but they're really just thugs, bandits, and robbers.

Given the cultural characteristics of the eastern region, it's not unusual for people who couldn't endure the harsh taxes to flee and become bandits.

Moreover, since they're engaged in illegal activities, most of them are ex-convicts or lowlifes with notorious reputations in the area.

Not long ago, they came right up to the village demanding protection money and causing trouble, so I taught them a lesson. Now they've come back in a group.

"Are you the one who messed with our guys?!"

The leader drew his executioner's sword, pointing it at me and shouting hoarsely.

"How dare a country bum like you mess with the Great Black Forest Bandits and still..."

"Sorry to interrupt you," I raised my hand to cut off the leader's words.

"I was in the middle of eating, so I need to finish this quickly and get back. You came for revenge, right? Then hurry up and get it over with."

"Y-you crazy bastard!" "Kill him!"

I sighed as I watched the bandits charge at me with battle cries.

Somehow I'd reached the second ending and inadvertently became the Hero of the Continent.

Feeling the pressure, I ran away and now I'm really trying to live quietly, but occasionally noisy incidents like this still happen.

# # # # #

"Welcome back, Dian!"

As I opened the door to my house, Olicia came running to greet me.

"How did it go?"

"I taught them a lesson so they won't come back again."

"You worked hard. I'll bring you something cool to drink."

"Sounds good."

I went out to the front yard and sat in a chair.

The wind blowing from the low hills behind the house rustled through the dense bamboo grove, creating a pleasant sound.

This is Silver Night Village, a remote rural place in the east. It's where I settled after leaving the Imperial Castle.

After killing the Demon King and fleeing to the Academy, I had to consider where to escape next.

Brunswell was already exposed to others, and my personal information had spread throughout the Empire, so I couldn't stay in the west anymore.

I wanted to rest somewhere peaceful and quiet where no one knew me, then return once things calmed down. But where would be good?

This place is too underdeveloped, and that place has too much trade with the west, so that's no good.

After studying the map for a long time, I found a suitable place.

Silver Night Village, a small rural village in the eastern part of the continent.

Almost no exchange with the west, beautiful natural scenery, moderately developed, and no one who knows me. This place would be perfect.

That's how I left the capital and came to Silver Night Village, and it's already been a year.

I bought a small bamboo-surrounded house and have been living leisurely.

I'll rest and wait here sufficiently, then return once matters related to the Demon King's revival are forgotten.

I already graduated from the Academy last autumn, and the children have safely entered the places I designated for them.

Knightley went to the Department of State Affairs, Merylda to the Cryptanalysis Office, and Hindrasta to some unknown special task force.

Kirrin is still at the Academy, very busy preparing for her second graduation.

The repair work on the Imperial Castle walls and some buildings that collapsed during the battle with the Demon King was recently completed.

At that time, there was tremendous damage everywhere due to the Demon King's vortex and Linus's extreme aura.

The special envoys, the Nemara and Drebron siblings, succeeded in finding Dark Elves and Demon Race members hiding deep in the continent.

The Emperor, as promised to me, pardoned them all and incorporated them into the Empire.

Additionally, Mirelis has been steadily implementing the advice I gave before his coronation, stably running the Empire.

All this news comes from Kaiden, who regularly sends updates through magic.

He's the only one who knows I'm living here.

And one more person.

"Have a cool drink, Mister!"

Ismera handed me a cold green tea with a bright smile.

When I was escaping from the Academy, I couldn't help but think of Ismera.

So I asked Kaiden for one more favor.

To ask Ismera if she would like to resign from her vice principal position and join me here.

And Ismera resigned as vice principal and came to me.

I explained everything to Olicia.

I told her that I had saved Ismera during the time I was running around with Linus, and that connection led to this situation.

Much was omitted from "led to this situation," but Olicia didn't show much resistance or surprise.

"I was starting to worry anyway. I was afraid you might live as a bachelor until you died of old age."

So the three of us have been living together in this bamboo-surrounded house for over a year.

If you ask if I'm happy, the answer is yes.

Ismera, free from her bitterness, has become a generous and gentle woman.

Olicia really likes this Ismera and follows her well.

Ismera sat diagonally in the chair next to me and looked up at the sky.

"Look over there, Mister. There's an incredibly large bird flying."

I turned my gaze to where Ismera was pointing, and indeed, a huge bird was gliding with its wings spread.

What kind of bird is that big? If it looks that large from here, it must be enormous in reality!

"Isn't it getting closer?"

Ismera said, straightening her posture.

It really does seem to be descending.

"Huh? What the—?!"

As it gradually grew larger, Ismera exclaimed in surprise.

"That's not a bird!?"

It wasn't a bird. It was a dragon. Covered in white scales with a pinkish tint.

As the dragon descended, its wings blocked the sun, instantly turning the bamboo grove into night.

The heavy wingbeats caused the bamboo to bend helplessly, with some breaking and falling to the ground.

"Ahhh!! No! The bamboo grove is being destroyed!!"

Olicia, who had run out at the commotion, screamed.

"Why on earth is there a dragon here?!"

Just as the dragon's belly was about to touch the tops of the tallest bamboo, it disappeared in a flash of light.

"Haa? So you were hiding here?"

When I opened my eyes, Hindrasta was standing in the middle of the ruined yard.

She stood with her hands on her hips in a cocky attitude, naked from just polymorphing.

"Student Sophie?"

Ismera was horrified at the sight of the proudly standing naked Hindrasta.

"What kind of appearance is that! Put something on immediately!"

For Ismera, Hindrasta's lack of clothing seemed to be a bigger problem than her transformation from a dragon.

"What's with you? How did you undo the polymorph? Wasn't it cursed?"

"The elders thought I was being diligent and repentant living in the human world, so they removed it!"

Huh, can such things happen?

But aside from the polymorph, how did she know I was here?

"Dian, you!"

Hindrasta pointed her finger at me.

"You can't run away anymore! Come here! Let's settle this today!"

Crazy dragon!

"Dian!"

Suddenly, Kirrin appeared like a shadow and rushed to embrace me.

"Principal?"

"You disappeared without saying anything! I thought you might have died somewhere!"

"I'm not dead. But Principal, how did you..."

"Professor Dian!"

There were more.

Knightley and Merylda.

"Who runs all the way out here just to avoid getting married?!"

"Professor. Hello. I'm so glad to see you're healthy."

"Why are you... gack!"

Before I could finish speaking, Merylda and Knightley rushed over and hugged me.

"Because of you, I'm working overtime at the Department of State Affairs suffering! That's so irresponsible!"

"Professor. I'm never letting you go again."

Trapped by three women, I now tried to accept the situation.

At least there shouldn't be any more people coming.

"Head Professor!"

What? I can see Professor Lina over there. Am I seeing things?

"Why are you here...?"

"I heard people with 'grudges' against you were going to find you, so I tagged along!"

"What grudges..."

"The longing and affection for Dian who disappeared without a word."

That's when I heard Kaiden's voice.

I turned to see Kaiden standing there. And beside him was a dimensional gate.

So they've been coming through there one after another!!

"Kaiden! You traitor!"

"Traitor?"

Kaiden smiled gently.

"When you told me not to tell anyone, I never actually agreed to that."

"Even so, you jerk! You clearly knew my intentions!"

"I did know, but I couldn't bear to watch those who were suffering after your disappearance."

"You evil man!"

I tried to break free from the people, but I couldn't.

Suddenly, a golden divine barrier spread out, enclosing the yard like a cage.

Don't tell me this is...

"Dian."

Rormane walked out of the dimensional gate.

She was wearing ordinary clothes rather than the Order's purple priest robes.

"Rormane?!"

"I've finally found you. After being expelled from the Order, I've been longing to meet you again."

"Expelled? You were expelled?"

"Yes, Dian. I was expelled for the crime of embracing you after you killed the Demon King."

What is she talking about? But somehow Rormane's expression looks extremely happy.

"So Dian. Now nothing binds me anymore. For that reason, I want to convey my feelings that I couldn't express all this time."

"That's all well and good, but why did you all come here in a group?!"

"To prevent you from running away again, of course. Everyone gathered here has reached sufficient agreement during the year you've been missing. Oh, and..."

Kaiden snapped his fingers.

"His Majesty the Emperor will also be arriving soon, so please be aware."

What?! Mirelis too?!

Illusion magic began to spread from Kaiden.

If I get trapped in there, it's over. Even I can't break that!

I tried to activate my transmigration special ability, but for some reason, time wouldn't stop properly.

Now I noticed that Kaiden's hands had been glowing for a while. Could it be!!

"Olicia! Help me!"

But Olicia wasn't beside me.

She was standing in front of Kaiden, receiving something.

"Miss Olicia, go enjoy yourself in the capital. The dimensional gate will take you right there."

What Kaiden was giving to Olicia was a few shiny gold coins.

"Use this money to buy pork cutlets and whatever else you want, then come back tomorrow."

"Hehe. Thank you!"

Olicia crossed through the dimensional gate without looking back.

"Ismera!!"

I desperately called for Ismera.

"Ahaha..."

But instead of fighting for me, Ismera let out an awkward laugh.

"Well, you see..."

Kaiden smiled at the flustered Ismera.

"Ismera. A year is a long time to be alone. Don't you think Olicia needs a guardian when she goes to the city?"

"D-do you think so...?"

Ismera glanced nervously at the others, then fled straight to the dimensional gate.

"I'm sorry for everything until nowww!!"

"Ismera!! Go call Linus!"

"Linus will not be coming."

Kaiden smiled smugly as he closed the dimensional gate.

"Linus was also very disappointed that you disappeared without telling him."

Damn it. I'm completely screwed.

It's my fault for trusting that golem who doesn't understand human decency!

I transmigrated into a supporting character in an orthodox fantasy novel.

A story where the hero and his companions overcome all sorts of hardships and trials, eventually killing the Demon King and restoring peace to the world.

In typical transmigration stories, the person who transmigrates into a supporting character uses their knowledge of the original work to cause trouble. They steal the protagonist's opportunities and love interests, and ultimately take over the ending all by themselves.

While saying nonsensical things like "I just wanted to live quietly."

But that's garbage behavior.

I couldn't twist and tarnish an already completed original work.

And, following the original plot was beneficial for me too.

My greatest weapon was knowing the original story's standard route. Actively changing it would be tantamount to suicide.

Rather than becoming the protagonist myself, it was much better to let the original protagonist kill the Demon King normally and live quietly in a peaceful world.

So I helped. I fought alongside the protagonist and his companions, risking my life.

I focused solely on completing the ending according to plan and retired as intended.

But I came back to the world again to help the protagonist who still needed my assistance, and this time I neatly wrapped up the side story's ending as well.

I thought I could finally live quietly, but...

"Aaaagh! Let go! Don't take off my clothes!!"

As I struggled to break free from people's hands, Rormane smiled.

"Don't be afraid, Dian. I'll keep 'healing' you with divine power."

Kaiden's illusion magic completely enveloped the surroundings.

This can't be the best ending for a transmigrated supporting character!!

There was nothing like this in my knowledge of the original work!!!

Ch.237 - Afterword
Hello, this is Silmae.

This is my afterword for the completed novel.

First, I want to thank all the readers who have followed along and shown their love until now.

This work began with a simple thought: what if we twisted the common betrayal and expulsion cliché?

I was worried whether it would turn out well or if I could even properly finish it, but here I am writing this completion afterword.

The supporting characters' development arcs progressed normally, and I think I managed to portray the Demon King, who bookended the story, quite impressively for the finale.

I've always liked the idea that "every villain has their own unavoidable circumstances," and looking back now that it's complete, I feel I've achieved that intention reasonably well.

However, due to the nature of live serialization without a buffer, there are many aspects I regret. The awkward structure and unnecessary episodes in the early parts, as well as failing to balance the importance of certain supporting characters.

Especially regarding the harem tag, it was difficult to proceed boldly due to Dian's character setting.

Dian is a free spirit who dislikes being tied down. That's why he fled from the Imperial Castle in the prologue, why he repeatedly said he hadn't thought about marriage yet, and why he ran away again in the final chapter.

This avoidance of Dian's also includes human relationships that cross the line and become excessively close.

That's why Dian, while being Linus's closest friend, always maintains an appropriate distance.

He becomes sociable when absolutely necessary, but normally he's the type who prefers being a homebody alone.

Since this personality trait is a core setting throughout the work, it wasn't easy to progress beyond the stage of saving each heroine.

Especially since most of the heroines were secretly in love with Dian without him realizing it.

That's why he only took Ismera, whose relationship was clearly established, during his second escape.

Nevertheless, I imagine many readers must have found this quite disappointing.

I ask for your understanding and apologize for this. I'm sorry.

In my next work, I'll try to be a bit bolder than I was this time.

Once again, thank you to all the readers who followed until the end.

Let's meet again in my next work.
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